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Preface


A few paragraphs to explain the motivation behind this work would seem to 
me appropriate. Generally speaking, the book contains a presentation and 
critical consideration of the ideas of historians on the major problems, 
processes, events, and personalities of the era of the Bulgarian (national) 
Revival. I trace how the Bulgarian Revival was viewed by historical scholar-
ship, and how notions and representations have changed over time. In so 
far as historical scholarship is meant to reveal, and so help towards an 
understanding of, historical events, a representation of the movement of 
ideas and of the debates on various problems inevitably has a bearing on 
the past itself. The epoch is “contained” in the attempts to conceptualize, 
represent, and make sense of it. The various notions and narratives are 
mutually complementary or mutually corrective, and even entirely wrong 
ideas have some (negative) usefulness in showing what the Revival was not. 
The “truths” of the Bulgarian Revival can be glimpsed through the con-
flicting ideas about it, and through their evolution. My own views and 
opinions, where not stated directly, may be inferred from the manner in 
which the various authors’ views and the polemic surrounding them are 
introduced and represented, and from certain general reflections, etc. 

The Revival is often approached—and understood—by way of comparison 
with other regions, epochs, ideological trends, or events. The various 
analogies and more elaborate comparisons employed in making sense of 
the Bulgarian Revival are based on phenomena (and mental constructs) 
from two major areas that were, in fact, the source of the actual influences: 
Western Europe (“Renaissance,” “Reformation,” “Enlightenment,” 
“Romanticism,” the French Revolution, national liberation movements, 
and capitalism) and Russia (the “agrarian question,” “populism” and 
“utopian socialism,” “revolutionary democratism,” and the Russian revolu-
tion of 1905. These analogies or parallels between developments in Bul-



viii THE MAKING OF A NATION IN THE BALKANS 

garia and other historical phenomena may be revealing, but, as we shall 
see, they may also be misleading. 

In realizing my initial intention, I was also led in other directions. To 
begin with, it was fascinating to trace connections between the ideas of 
historians, on the one hand, and the social context and political power on 
the other. This revealed how historical facts about the Revival were instru-
mentalized for ideological purposes, such as the fostering of national and 
state loyalties through the reproduction of identities and their reinforce-
ment by an image of the enemy, or for directly political purposes, such as 
the legitimating or contesting of a current political regime under the guise 
of disputes over historical legacy. Bulgarian historical scholarship, includ-
ing that which passes for “serious” or “scientific,” offers plenty of material 
of this kind, accumulated in successive epochs of ideological mobilization 
under the banners of nationalism, right-wing authoritarianism (shading 
into Fascism), and Communism. In fact, it is difficult to draw the line be-
tween professional historical scholarship, as represented by many scholars, 
and the more popular versions of historical writing, where the biases stand 
out more graphically. Still, I hope that the present work is not dominated 
by ideologo-critical negativity but rather by the hermeneutic effort to un-
derstand how the Bulgarian Revival has been conceived of and imagined, 
and by the keeping of a certain distance from the various views presented— 
whether critical, ironic, or simply that inherent in the presentation of an-
other person’s view. In this respect I have been greatly inspired by François 
Furet’s book on the French Revolution. 

Particular attention is paid to the way that the Bulgarian Revival has 
been narrated, with respect to selectivity, the principal meanings, protago-
nists and plots, continuities and breaks. Without presenting a radical de-
construction of the grand narrative of the Bulgarian Revival, or, to be more 
precise, of the two grand narratives under the banners of nationalism and 
of Marxism, the present work sets in relief some of their mechanisms, 
logic, fictions, etc., and thus to some extent relativizes them. The very 
demonstration of the “movement of ideas” in historical scholarship, 
through theses and their revisions, has a sobering and humbling impact. 
This is due not least to the fact that it demonstrates the indelible impact of 
standpoints, values, and theoretical frameworks. (According to some post-
modern historians, theoretical reasoning itself proceeds by way of likening 
in the generation of “true knowledge.”) 

Finally, and somewhat in the spirit of the “history of concepts” (Begriffs-
geschichte), I briefly address such issues as the semiotic reworking of the 
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historical happening into a “Revival epoch,” the participation of phe-
nomenological (life-world) experiences and the role of secondary recon-
struction in this process, and the specific temporality of this epoch and its 
delimitation from (and contrast with) what preceded and succeeded it, etc. 

It should be added that the Bulgarian Revival has been a privileged pe-
riod within Bulgarian historical scholarship. Enormous interest has been 
shown towards it, and understandably so, as an epoch of national forma-
tion (in which the national foundation myth is embedded), as the begin-
nings of modern Bulgarian development, and, as such, as having a crucial 
impact on the subsequent history of the country. Various views have been 
set forth over the years and a number of comparatively free debates and 
discussions were held even during Communist times. One might say that 
the specific intensity and sharpness of the debates on the Revival reveal 
them as an indirect expression of a (dissident) stand on actuality and re-
flect the absence of free political life under Communism that made the 
past into an arena of Ersatz politics. 

A venture of the kind undertaken here is quite novel for Bulgarian his-
torical scholarship and entirely absent in the sparse foreign writing on the 
Bulgarian Revival. The (historiographical) systematization and stocktaking 
carried out by scholarship on the Revival epoch so far has dealt mostly with 
particular issues with limited goals, and it has been less critical as to fun-
damentals. For that reason I hope that this work will arouse the interest of 
many students of modern Bulgarian history, and, beyond that, of those 
involved in national (and nationalist) historical scholarship more generally. 
In a way, my effort is inscribed within the post-Communist rethinking of 
history and historical scholarship, but hardly as straightforward and nega-
tive revisionism. 

Given the immense number of historical monographs, studies, papers, 
and general courses on the Bulgarian Revival, omissions and gaps—even 
important ones—are almost inevitable here. But in pursuing the kind of 
conceptual review of historical writing (or “conceptual historiography”) 
that I have in mind, exhaustiveness is less important than establishing con-
ceptual continuities and changes. However, even here there may be lacu-
nae, and some ideas may not be traced to the source. 

A comment should be made regarding the considerable imbalance in fa-
vor of views that go under the banner of Marxism, or, in fact, of certain 
Marxist vulgates (Leninist, Stalinist, Chervenkov-Todor Pavlovist) and of 
their subsequent implicit or explicit revisions by nominally Marxist 
authors. This results from the fact that the field of the Bulgarian Revival 
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was most intensively cultivated during the state socialist period, which 
saw a characteristic increase in the number of “scholarly workers” 
(historians), many of whom took refuge in the Revival period from the even 
more ideologized more recent history, and some of whom used the oppor-
tunity to smuggle in dissident views of their own. More substantially, as we 
shall see, some of the fundamental thoughts on the Bulgarian Revival then 
established have been preserved in some guise until today, after 
“overcoming” so much. 

A note is needed in order to justify my returning to a given problem (or 
a certain author) in a different context and from a different perspective. 
The necessity for this comes from the thematic method of presentation, 
where the same thing recurs in various contexts, for example, the bour-
geoisie as social class, in connection with capitalism, as bearer of certain 
political ideas, as leader of a bourgeois revolution, etc. Thus apparent repe-
titions are not in fact repetitions. 

Finally, a word of thanks to the Humboldt Foundation and the Central 
European University for their generous support in the carrying out of this 
research. My thanks go also to Rachel Hideg for the careful copy-editing of 
the manuscript. 



INTRODUCTION 

From Metaphor toward Historical Epoch 

The Bulgarian Revival1 is commonly understood as an epoch in Bulgarian 
history comprising the last century or so of Ottoman rule, which ended in 
1878. Its interpretation as a process of the formation of the Bulgarian 
nation—or, in contemporary parlance, its revival, awakening, coming to its 
senses, being brought back to life, resurrection, etc.—began while the Re-
vival was still under way (not, admittedly, from its outset, but in its final 
phase). This self-consciousness can be explained by the reflexive and idea-
tional (or ideological) character of the process by which a group of people 
becomes aware of itself as separate and different from others, and begins to 
mobilize itself in the struggle for national recognition. 

The term “revival” (vŭzrazhdane), which literally means “rebirth,” and 
the related terms, were first employed metaphorically to designate the sud-
den and profound change experienced by the Bulgarian people, much like 
a magical return to life (after having been asleep or dead). At the same 
time, the Revival was thought of as a process with a certain duration, which 
led the Bulgarians to a state of being “awake,” “returned to its senses,” 
“alive again,” etc. The conception of it as a historical epoch is potentially 
present here. In describing what was going on around them, observers of 
and activists in the unfolding processes in the 1860s and 1870s were actu-
ally writing “history of the present,” and were imbued with a sense of its 
historical significance. The meanings of this experience were still open to 
the surrounding world with its shifting horizons, since the process was not 
complete. But observers already had a certain “historical” perspective at 
their disposal. Especially in the 1860s, when the struggle for an independ-
ent Bulgarian Church was entering its crucial phase, and with the estab-
lishment of a Bulgarian Exarchate in 1870 (which in practice meant the 
recognition of the Bulgarian nationality), one could look back to the be-
ginnings of the process and trace its turns. The first historians of the Bul-
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garian Revival to be regarded by later scholars as their “predecessors” were 
thus involved in its “making.” 

The initial elaboration of the Bulgarian Revival into a historical epoch 
is signaled by attempts to define its chronological boundaries and to pay 
tribute to its first leading personalities. Vasil Aprilov (in 1842), Georgi 
Rakovski (in 1860), and Marko Balabanov (in 1870) all dated back the 
beginning of a Bulgarian revival to 1826, with the reforms in the Ottoman 
Empire initiated by Mahmud II and continued by his son Abdul-Mecid. In 
their view, the Revival was signaled by the literary activities of Vasil 
Aprilov, Neofit Rilski, and the Ukrainian scholar Yuri Venelin.2 In his in-
fluential article in the Periodical Journal of the Bulgarian Literary Society 
(1871), Marin Drinov, regarded as the first professional Bulgarian histo-
rian, moved back the initial date to the middle of the eighteenth century 
(with Paisii Hilendarski as the first “awakener”), and this view became 
widely accepted.3 The two principal trends of the Bulgarian Revival—the 
scholarly-educational (connected with Vasil Aprilov, who lived in emigra-
tion in Russia) and the revolutionary (initiated by Georgi Rakovski in emi-
gration in Serbia and Romania)—are mentioned in the foreword to the first 
issue of a newspaper characteristically named Revival (in 1876).4 One can 
observe how a spontaneous interpretation of the process by its participants 
was being gradually shaped into an awareness of a historical “epoch” in 
Bulgarian development. It is worth noting that the national process gave 
the epoch its name. The term “revival” (vŭzrazhdane—“rebirth”) imposed 
itself as a technical term in competition with “awakening” (probuzhdane) 
and Dinov’s “resurrection” (vŭzkresenie). 

The Revival remained part of the biography and memories of several 
generations, as something experienced personally. The liberation that fol-
lowed the Russo-Turkish war in 1877–78 does not present a boundary in 
this respect, since many activists of the epoch lived long afterwards and 
some wrote memoirs and historical works late in their lives. Soon after the 
liberation there began an urgent gathering and publication of materials 
about the preceding epoch from personal archives—letters, notes, procla-
mations, projects, telegrams, etc., which were usually introduced as 
“materials from the Revival.”5 The writing of memoirs continued until 
after World War I.6 Such efforts were motivated by the idea that the deeds 
of the past must be rescued for future generations, and for history. They 
were regarded as “building blocks” (gradiva), the very word attesting to the 
fact that the authors imagined their contribution as something to be used 
in erecting an entire edifice. 
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The memoirs are narrated from the standpoint of the author and they 
are typically local and loosely structured, containing gaps in time and often 
relating trifling everyday events. Generalizations are rare, and at best they 
add details to the struggle for a modern educational system or an inde-
pendent church. But it is exactly because of these peculiarities that the 
memoirs present a specific picture of the years under Ottoman domina-
tion, quite at odds with the grand national narrative constructed by profes-
sional historians. They abound in colorful descriptions of places and per-
sons, and of events with local significance. They are low-pitched in tone, 
and the actors act mainly out of pragmatic motives rather than being 
driven by great ideals. As to language and style, theirs is a concrete and 
particularistic language, replete with words from the material sphere (and 
Turkish words) as opposed to the abstract terms and general assertions of 
the professional historical narrative. Only here and there do the memoirs 
refer to the central meaning of the grand narrative, then known as the 
“people’s affairs” or “Bulgarian affairs.” 

The Bulgarian historians of the Revival generally play down the value of 
the memoirs as historical evidence by pointing to the gaps and errors that 
result from memory failure or attempts at self-justification. While this may 
be true, the often condescending attitude towards the memoirs conceals 
something more important. The point is that they actually subvert the 
grand (“high”) historical narrative of the nation, which is unitary, coher-
ent, teleological and emotionally tense. In reading the “debasing” testimo-
nies of the times, one becomes aware of the all too active role played by the 
historian in constructing a historical narrative with a supra-local (national) 
meaning, and in making generalizations in terms of factors, forces, proc-
esses, tendencies, etc. With their localism, particularism, disparateness, 
pragmatic lowering and personalism, the memoirs generate skepticism 
toward the encompassing narrative with its generalizations, continuities, 
and the ascription of attitudes or actions to collective protagonists such as 
“the people,” “the nation,” or a certain class. 

The “genre” of local histories, most often of a town and its surround-
ings, should also be mentioned in this context. These were written, in most 
cases, by local amateur historians who sympathized with all things local 
and did research using various materials: personal, community, and parish 
archives, oral testimonies, and sometimes personal recollections. In fact, 
some do conform to the highest scholarly standards of exactness. The in-
triguing thing about them is the comparatively rare mention of the term 
“revival,” which occurs mostly when speaking of certain personalities who 
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made contributions toward it; normally they prefer to date events as hap-
pening “before” or “after” liberation, “under the Turks,” etc. One can 
infer from this that revival is not meant in a comprehensive epochal sense 
but in the sense of particular aspects and processes, especially educational 
and church struggles, situated within a broader profane, that is, nationally 
non-accentuated, time. This can be contrasted with works of professional 
historical scholarship, in which the Revival spans all aspects of life and 
imbues them with its meanings. One can also note, in relation to the previ-
ous point, the existence in the local histories of breaks and displacements 
between the local and the national, with little “communica-tion” between 
them.7 No encompassing narrative is developed to bridge them and raise 
the local to the level of the national. 

Some works about the Revival written shortly after the liberation belong 
to a peculiar hybrid “genre” between memoir, historical scholarship, jour-
nalism, and historical fiction. The broadness and significance of the events 
depicted, the presence of general reflections, and the retreating of the per-
sonality of the narrator to the background impart such writings with a 
scholarly quality even when they are based primarily on personal experi-
ence, memories, and imaginative writing. On the other hand, they are 
strongly rhetorical and strive to impart to the readers the opinions and 
biases of the author. The most powerful work of this type is Zakhari Stoya-
nov’s Notes on the Bulgarian uprisings (published between 1884 and 1892).8 

Similar, though of less artistic value in spite of its perhaps more solid his-
torical qualities, is Stoyan Zaimov’s The Past (1884–1888).9 Both authors 
were among the organizers of the April uprising of 1876, and their works 
focus on the revolutionary struggles of the receding past with the clear 
objective of glorifying and immortalizing the revolutionaries. Zakhari Stoy-
anov, especially, points out in the introduction to his famous Notes (and in 
the introductions to his biographies of Levski and Botev) that he was 
guided by the purpose of showing that “we Bulgarians,” too, have heroes, 
who would do credit to any nation.10 These honest, pure, and ideal heroes 
are contrasted with the times after independence, when disinterested patri-
otism gave way to job hunting and the all-engrossing pursuit of things ma-
terial.11 One can see the elaboration of national heroes at work, as well as 
the accumulation of a symbolic capital of heroism. The heroes and hero-
ism thus extolled would subsequently be used to various purposes— 
nationally affirmative and state-building, or subversive and revolutionary.12 

The establishment of a cult of heroes and of the entire Revival epoch 
was helped enormously by the great Bulgarian national poet and novelist 
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Ivan Vazov, and especially by his collection of poems The Epic of the For-
gotten (1884) and the novel Under the Yoke (1894).13 Vazov became a true 
“ideologue of the nation,” as the title of a recent book about him puts it. 
As pointed out by the author, he selected a glorious, heroic image of the 
past and projected it onto the collective consciousness in such a powerful 
way that it came to be accepted as the “sacred truth” by future generations. 
In various ways he imparted the impression of authenticity and historical 
truth to his works of fiction and blurred the boundary between poetry and 
history. All in all, Vazov succeeded in creating a positive self-portrait of the 
nation, a reassuring one with which the individual could readily identify.14 

He also made an enormous, though non-avowed (coming from fiction, as it 
does), impact upon the scholarship of the Revival. Together with Zakhari 
Stoyanov, he sanctified the epoch and its personalities and inspired a 
strongly emotional, truly pious attitude that excluded a distanced, many-
sided, and critical treatment, that is, a scholarly approach. Both authors 
promoted a vision of Bulgarian history in black and white, consisting of 
treason or heroism (or martyrdom), that goes together with strong parti-
sanship for one’s own “kin” and hatred towards one’s enemies. 

In parallel to the memoirs and historical fiction, there began the sys-
tematic treatment of the Revival epoch by the nascent historical and liter-
ary scholarship.15 The first professional historians actually spanned the 
times before and after the liberation. With the passing of time, the Revival 
receded from actuality and from the memory of the living, and the per-
spective changed. Attitudes toward the past could now be more neutral and 
theoretically distanced. Not possessing a personal experience of the epoch, 
later historical scholarship reconstructed it entirely from documents and 
earlier testimonies. 

Three main points of concentration of scholarly interest in the Revival 
may be distinguished thematically, corresponding to the major public 
movements of the epoch. The key words are church, that is, research on the 
struggle for an independent Bulgarian Church; culture, that is, research on 
education, literature, the printing press, art, etc.; and revolution, that is, 
interest in national revolutionaries and their organizations, conspiracies, 
and revolts. To these, one should add specialized works on the economy.16 

There was also the great interest in the Bulgarian compatriots in Macedo-
nia, most of which was lost in the wars.17 There follows a brief and simpli-
fied outline of the dynamics of the scholarly field. 

The first “strictly” scholarly work—Todor Burmov’s The Bulgarian– 
Greek Church Controversy (1885)—is dedicated to church struggles to estab-
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lish a national church separate from the Greek patriarchy in Constantino-
ple (Istanbul), which were, for a long time, the driving force of the national 
efforts.18 During the interwar period the church movement was researched 
by Petur Nikov, who considered it to be the most important part of the 
Revival, being, in effect, a movement for the recognition of the Bulgarian 
nationality.19 Ivan Snegarov is another well-known historian from the same 
period, whose research centered on the evolution of the Bulgarian Church 
from the Middle Ages to Modernity.20 

For a long time, under the Communist regime, the church’s struggles 
were eclipsed as the center of interest shifted to the more heroic revolu-
tion. The neglect and underestimation of the church movement and of its 
activists reached such a degree that their vindication in the 1970s by the 
literary historian and critic Toncho Zhechev, in a widely read and much 
talked about book, made the impression of revisionism and even of dissi-
dence.21 In a detailed study of the church movement before the Crimean 
War (1853–1856) the historian Zina Markova legitimized it as a valid mani-
festation and a necessary stage of the liberation (and bourgeois-democratic) 
struggle.22 The author further developed her breakthrough in a monumen-
tal book on the Bulgarian Exarchate between 1870 and 1879, in which she 
vindicated the legal “evolutionist” national efforts in general.23 Soon after 
1989, Iliya Todev coined the neologism “church nation,” in recognition of 
the formative role of the church struggles in building up the Bulgarian 
nation.24 

The revolutionary struggles also became an object of scholarly inquiry 
at an early date. Alongside the semi-scholarly, semi-journalistic works men-
tioned, there appeared heroized biographies of national revolutionaries. 
Dimitur Strashimirov is the first great historian of the revolutionary strug-
gles, with his monumental work on the April uprising of 1876 (published 
in 1907).25 Several Communist historian-ideologues (Georgi Bakalov, Mik-
hail Dimitrov, Ivan Klincharov, etc.) wrote about the great revolutionaries 
of the Revival during the interwar period. In a more academic vein, his-
torical research on the national revolution was conducted by Aleksandŭr 
Burmov, whose first work, “The Bulgarian Revolutionary Central Commit-
tee,” appeared in 1943.26 Under Communism there followed a profusion of 
works on revolutionary organizations, activists, and ideas. A numerous 
group of researchers studied the revolutionary movement and its ideology, 
which became the privileged (and strongly encouraged) topic of the re-
gime.27 

The cultural history of the Revival was the province of the highly re-
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spected Bulgarian “bourgeois” scholarship, represented by literary histori-
ans such as Ivan Shishmanov and Boyan Penev, historians such as (the 
early) Mikhail Arnaudov, (the early) Hristo Gandev, etc. In fact, the Revival 
was regarded by them as a primarily cultural (spiritual) phenomenon. They 
published extensively on individual men of letters, on foreign literary and 
ideological influences and cultural relations, and on the general pattern of 
literary and cultural evolution and world-view changes at the threshold of 
modernity. Some authors (Nikola Vankov, Stiliyan Chilingirov) specialized 
in the history of education.28 

The initial concentration of the efforts of the “general” (i.e., mostly po-
litical and social) historians after World War II mainly on the revolutionary 
struggles left research on the cultural history of the Revival entirely to 
literary and art scholars and linguists. Petŭr Dinekov, Emil Georgiev, Ton-
cho Zhechev, Docho Lekov, Nikola Mavrodinov (an art historian) and oth-
ers studied literary trends and styles, personalities and ideas. During the 
last Communist decades there occurred a characteristic reorientation of an 
increasing number of historians toward cultural themes, which continued 
after 1989. The variety of interests is attested by the following list of names 
and topics: Nikolai Genchev (cultural relations with France and Russia, the 
intelligentsia, general patterns of Bulgarian culture29), Rumyana Radkova 
(the intelligentsia, various cultural phenomena, changes in morality30), 
Nadya Danova (cultural trends, pilgrimage to the Holy Lands31), Angel 
Dimitrov (education32), Ani Gergova (books and printing, the book trade33), 
Krassimira Daskalova (teachers, readers and reading34), Miglena 
Kuyumdzhieva (the intelligentsia35), Nikolai Zhechev (Bulgarian cultural 
centers in Romania), Virdzhiniya Paskaleva (Bulgarian women during the 
Revival36), Raina Gavrilova (the history of everyday urban life, historical 
anthropology37), Nikolai Aretov (representations of other lands and peo-
ples38), Ivan Ilchev (advertising in the Revival press39), etc. Literary scholar-
ship changed, too, as a younger generation of literary scholars (Svetlozar 
Igov, Inna Peleva) explored the texts of the Revival in innovative ways. 

One might say that after social-economic history (to be discussed at 
length later) and the revolutionary struggles were subjected to dogmatic 
hardening, the cultural (and literary) history of the Revival proved to be an 
especially productive, dynamic, and innovative field. It generated new top-
ics, legitimated new directions of interest, and served to advance revisionist 
views under the rubric of culture. 
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Notes 

1 “Revival,” as the designation of an epoch, will be written with a capital letter when 
standing for “Bulgarian Revival,” and with a small letter when meant as a process.
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CHAPTER ONE 

Meanings of the Revival I: National and Cultural 

The men of the Bulgarian Revival thought of it in a national sense as the 
coming of the people to self-consciousness, or, as one might put it today, as 
the forging of a nation by arousing a sense of belonging. Two other mean-
ings were evolved in historical scholarship, which have sometimes been put 
forward as basic, and sometimes as complementary to this first one. One is 
the interpretation of the epoch in spiritual–cultural terms—as a spiritual 
transformation, a transition from a medieval (religious, traditional, folklor-
ist) world-view toward Modernity, with its secular spirit, positive knowledge, 
etc. Hence the comparisons of the Bulgarian Revival with the great Euro-
pean cultural epochs, especially the Renaissance and the Enlightenment. 
One can note the bias of the earlier great authors of the “old school” (Ivan 
Shishmanov, Boyan Penev, the early Mikhail Arnaudov, Ivan Snegarov, etc.) 
toward the issues of the cultural (spiritual) and national revival, and for-
eign cultural influences in particular.1 The other interpretation, elaborated 
mostly by Marxist authors, is couched in economic and social (class) 
terms—as a transition from (Ottoman) feudalism toward capitalism, from a 
feudal society toward a society under the dominance of the bourgeoisie. I 
will consider the various interpretations/meanings and elucidate the con-
nections between them. 

The National Interpretation 

The national interpretation/meaning of the Revival gained widest cur-
rency. As already pointed out, it derives from the understanding of the 
activists of the Revival epoch. The uses of the word “revival” (and of re-
lated words such as “awakening,” “resurrection,” etc.) leave little doubt 
about this. The term “revival” (vŭzrazhdane) was first used in 1842 by the 
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Bulgarian émigré merchant and pioneer of the Revival Vasil Aprilov, in a 
pamphlet published in Russian in St. Petersburg, in which he referred to 
the revival of Bulgarian literature and education but also to the revival of 
the Bulgarian people.2 Aprilov may have borrowed the term from the 
Ukrainian Slavist scholar Yuri Venelin, who wrote (in the 1820s and 1830s) 
about a “nascence” or “new birth” of Bulgarian literature.3 Its use was still 
occasional in the 1840s but became more frequent in subsequent decades, 
especially in the periodical press. The idea expressed metaphorically in so 
many variations is that the Bulgarian people were “slumbering,” had “lost 
consciousness,” “lost memory,” “become numb” or even “died” until, all 
of a sudden (and thanks to the efforts of “awakeners”), they were “roused,” 
“awakened,” and “brought to their senses,” “recovered from their amne-
sia,” “regained consciousness,” were “resurrected,” “came to life,” “got 
up,” etc. The term “revival” occurs in phrases such as “spiritual revival,” 
“revival of the people’s spirit (or genius),” etc.4 The word “nation” was not 
used at the time, but references were rather made to “people” (narod) and 
from this “nationality” (narodnost) was derived. 

The understanding of the Revival as a nationalizing process has been 
widely shared by professional historical scholarship as well, from the end of 
the nineteenth century to the present day. One can cite numerous exam-
ples, but I will limit myself to some of the more prominent historians. In 
his early History of the Bulgarians, published in Czech and German in 
1876 (and translated into Russian in 1878), the Czech historian Konstantin 
Jireček describes the Bulgarian Revival as the awakening of national feel-
ing “from deep lethargy”; this was accomplished by a “handful of enlight-
ened patriots” by means of education and books in the native language.5 

The greatest Bulgarian “bourgeois” literary historian, Boyan Penev, re-
gards the period as an epoch of the spiritual awakening and national (and 
literary) revival of the Bulgarian people.6 

For Mikhail Arnaudov, who spanned the “bourgeois” and Communist 
periods, the Bulgarian Revival meant “the appearance of a new nationality 
on the periphery of Southeastern Europe.” To cite him: 

“The national element in the historical process that we call the Bulgar-
ian Revival deserves the greatest attention. Even if this revival was due to a 
number of internal and external reasons, whether of an educational and 
political or of an economic and social nature, it is beyond doubt that at the 
center of this system of preconditions was a collective consciousness with 
considerable dynamics. This consciousness, leaning upon language, tradi-
tional material conditions, a poetic tradition, and all that experienced as 
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destiny, gained, slowly but surely, power over the spirit, until it was formed 
into a first-rate creative force.”7 

Hristo Gandev, who began his career as a historian before the Commu-
nist takeover, defined the early Revival in particular in terms of a spiritual 
and social transformation, that is, the rationalization of the world-view and 
the emergence of an urban civic society, which resulted in the shaping of 
the Bulgarian people into an organized society and a cultural nation.8 

The literary historian Petŭr Dinekov wrote in one of his early books 
(1942) that the Revival is primarily defined by the fact that the national 
consciousness of the Bulgarians, which was manifested only incidentally 
before, “finds a clear, open, and categorical expression.”9 

The formation of the Bulgarian nation is also present as a meaning of 
the Revival for most Marxist authors, quite strongly before 1944, very tim-
idly (and as a secondary meaning) during the Stalinist and post-Stalinist 
1950s and 60s, and increasingly strongly in the subsequent revision until it 
was restored to its initial importance. We will trace this evolution later. 

When the formation of the nation is posited as the principal meaning of 
the Bulgarian Revival, it is only natural to look at similar processes in the 
Balkans and in Europe, especially the national-liberation movements of 
neighboring peoples (Greeks and Serbs) and national unification move-
ments (in Germany and Italy). Indeed, the first great Bulgarian literary 
scholar (and a prominent public figure), Ivan Shishmanov, compares the 
last period of the Bulgarian Revival, with its political struggles, to the Ital-
ian Risorgimento. Research on the ideology of the Bulgarian national revo-
lutionaries confirmed the strong influence of foreign national movements, 
especially the Italian (the ideology of Mazzini) and the Greek (Hetairia 
Philike), and the more attenuated influence of the ideas of the French 
Revolution and of the revolution of 1848. The Bulgarian national Revival 
was thus shown to participate in European political ideas and trends.10 As 
emphasized recently by Raina Gavrilova, the Bulgarian national Revival is 
inscribed within the triumphant march of nationalism all over Europe 
throughout the nineteenth century, that is, it was part of a pan-European 
process.11 The Bulgarian Revival has been explored against the broader 
Balkan and South-Slav background by Strashimir Dimitrov and  Krŭstyu 
Manchev12, and as an integral part of the Slav and South-Slav revival by the 
literary scholars Boyan Penev and Emil Georgiev.13 All this embedded the 
Bulgarian national Revival within the Balkan and (Central) European con-
text by recognizing common features rather than treating it in isolation (as 
was characteristic of so many national historians). 



14 THE MAKING OF A NATION IN THE BALKANS 

Concepts of the (Bulgarian) Nation 

Attempts at a theoretical treatment of the phenomenon of the nation in 
Bulgarian scholarship, and the application of general ideas to the Bulgar-
ian case, deserve special attention. It is amazing to find out that, although 
the formation of the Bulgarian nation features as the primary meaning of 
the Bulgarian Revival, relatively little has been written on the nation in a 
scholarly, detached manner. One reason is certainly that, for a number of 
years, the topic was to be found either in the midst of intense nationalist 
agitation (which would make a scholarly debate appear rather unpatriotic), 
or was avoided out of the opposite fear of being labeled “bourgeois nation-
alist.” Two issues have been central in the theoretical debates on the na-
tion. One crucial debate (if one may so call views expressed after various 
intervals of time) is centered on the “objective” versus “subjective” defini-
tion of the nation, that is, whether it can be defined by some set of external 
features or by self-consciousness. Another issue concerns the “universality” 
of one or another defining trait of the nation. In what follows I will review 
in broad outline the evolution of the ideas on the nation in Bulgarian his-
torical scholarship, making diversions to more essayistic (or doctrinaire) 
writings that give a glimpse of the ideological and political stakes of this 
“hot” topic. 

The men of the Revival defined the nation as having an “individuality” 
(samobitnost), characterized by such features as common descent, a single 
language and a shared religion, a cultural tradition (of folk songs, proverbs, 
beliefs, arts, etc.), common material conditions of life and customs, etc. But 
they also emphasized in their view of “nationality” (narodnost) the voli-
tional, subjective aspect, the constitutive moment of “self-consciousness” 
(or self-awareness) and the feeling of belonging. All the more so because 
they had personal experience of how difficult it was to “awaken” their 
compatriots to the idea that they constituted a community in its own right 
(and to prevent some of them from assimilating into the more prestigious 
Greek people). There is, in addition, the organicist notion that peoples 
grow and pass through various phases of life, and the idea of a fate forged 
in the struggle for self-preservation and through God’s providence.14 Even 
though in such texts the study of the phenomenon merges with national 
ideology, they may be very insightful. 

Historical scholarship at first recognized the importance of both the 
“objective” and “subjective” aspects, or scarcely saw any contradiction here 
at all. The ideational (volitional) character of the nation—that is, the idea 
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that it finally comes down to self-awareness and a feeling of belonging—was 
stressed by the historians Petŭr Bitsilli and Hristo Gandev (in his earlier 
writings). During the nationalist 1930s, a number of nationalist and right-
wing authors paid tribute to this concept in essays devoted to the Bulgarian 
nation. In contrast, Marxist authors stuck to objectivist descriptions, at first 
faithfully reproducing the Stalinist definition. However, revisions occurred 
in the course of time. 

The “subjectivist” (volitional) approach to the nation is strongly empha-
sized in a theoretical paper by Petŭr Bitsilli, a Russian émigré who settled 
in Bulgaria after the October Revolution.15 The author argues that the 
nation is a historically changing concept, which does not have the same 
contents in different epochs and different contexts. The shaping of a cer-
tain nation is the outcome of a historical process with many contingencies. 
In a number of examples Bitsilli shows that none of the factors that bind 
people into a “spiritual community”—such as common language, common 
territory, economic and political activities, etc.—is absolute and obligatory; 
the role of every factor may differ, and one feature may define more than 
one nation. The inference he draws is that no general and exhaustive defin-
ing formula for the nation is possible. What is crucial is the feeling of spiri-
tual community, however it has come into being. Bitsilli’s experience of 
emigration certainly contributed to his emphasis on the spiritual relation-
ship between compatriots rather than on territorial–political unity. 

One might mention here a number of essays on the nation from the 
1930s, written in a markedly nationalist spirit, in which the spiritual unity 
of compatriots stands in the foreground and is often metaphysically con-
strued as the “native spirit,” “people’s spirit” or “genius of the nation.” 
But the reason why the “spiritual bond” is given priority is different—it is 
to provide a reminder of the unity of all Bulgarians and to rally compatri-
ots more effectively to the national ideal of “unification” (especially with 
Macedonia). The national objective is rarely stated but rather implied, and 
not all authors are prepared to go all the way. 

In one such essay (dated 1935), the psychologist and philosopher Spiri-
don Kazandzhiev enumerates the contents of the national consciousness in 
terms of “thoughts” or notions: the notion of the spiritual unity of the 
people, the notion of the individuality of the people and its self-esteem 
(implying national independence and sovereignty), and the notion of soli-
darity between individual compatriots and their moral duty to serve the 
people and the national ideals, especially in times of war. The spiritual 
unity of the people derives, according to him, from “objective” features 
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such as blood and tribal kinship, geographical conditions, commonalty of 
language, history, and religion, etc.16 As can be seen, the role of the objec-
tive traits of the nation, including most “primordial” ones, is to ground 
and secure the spiritual bond. 

Yanko Yanev, a rightist author (philosopher and literary critic) of a fascist 
bent, wrote (in 1933) of the “genius of the nation” that asserts itself histori-
cally with spontaneity and will, calling it “cultural nationalism” (in contrast 
to “political nationalism,” whose expressions he leaves the readers to guess).17 

The nation is described in a still more elevated and spiritually 
“distilled” manner by Simeon Topuzanov, an ideologue of mandatory trade 
unionism in the authoritarian Bulgarian state after the coup d’état on 19 
May 1934. A nation is not a given people in the present day, nor even the 
ethnic principle (because it may sweep along “alien elements” in its élan) 
but it is “an ideal notion, a historical and spiritual process, and an eter-
nity.” The nation is, in fact, the designation of a historical mission, carried 
through ups and downs along the historical path upon the shoulders of a 
“string of generations” who are fused by shared feelings, thoughts, and 
aspirations, and handed down from one generation to the next. It is a 
“supreme form of collective life,” linking past, present, and future. The 
goal of this spiritually exalted definition (or, rather, metaphorization) of 
the nation consists, in this case, very explicitly in the rejection of class ide-
ology to be replaced by a “healthy nationalism” and the binding of the 
working class to the nation. The social problem has to be solved along with 
the pursuit of the national good—prosperity for all (though, as indicated by 
the author, the partitioning of the Bulgarian nation reduces the opportuni-
ties for advance of all its members).18 

It is worth noting that, apart from the glorification of the “national 
spirit” and of its historical mission, the Bulgarian nationalist Right did, 
selectively, emphasize “objective” criteria of the nation, understood as 
national markers and demarcation lines between “us” and “them.” Here is 
an example of how “objective” features of the nation may be manipulated 
to one’s convenience. The program of the fascist Union of the Bulgarian 
National Legions accentuates geography in the justification of territorial 
claims (the flow of rivers being  likened to the “natural” striving of the 
Bulgarians towards the Aegean sea), while religion is denied a significant 
role (so that the Muslim pomaks may be diverted from their “religious 
fanaticism” and brought back to the Bulgarian nation, whose language and 
descent they share).19 After this excursus into patently ideological writings 
we return to scholarly works. 
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Hristo Gandev published in 1940 a work that remains a theoretical high 
point in Bulgarian historical scholarship on the nation.20 Only ideas rele-
vant to the Bulgarian debates on the nation will be reproduced here. 
Gandev denies the possibility of defining the nation in the abstract and 
through a constant set of features such as common territory, ethnic unity, 
commonalty of language, literature, religion, art, economic conditions and 
way of life, etc. A nation may exist where some of these are absent (or 
shared with others). He ascribes greater importance, as a necessary condi-
tion, to a common historical life (more dramatically called historical 
“destiny”). Nor can the “culture” that characterizes the nation (according 
to the German notion) be objectively defined, and in any case it exists in 
the beliefs and is held in the imagination. 

Gandev considers two (by now familiar) basic notions of the nation—the 
civic-legal notion defined through the will, of French origin, and the cul-
tural–historical or ethnographic notion, of German provenance. He ex-
plains the emergence of these concepts according to the specific historical 
and social–political circumstances in the respective countries. According to 
Gandev, the Bulgarian concept of the nation, which received a certain 
theoretical elaboration during the Revival (then under the name narod-
nost), falls clearly within the German ideological sphere, partly mediated by 
Russia. Thus the Bulgarian Revival began by revealing a common historical 
fate and a distinctive individuality of the way of life that divides the Bul-
garians from the Greeks and the Turks. Popular songs were collected, and 
customs were described as testifying to the “people’s spirit.” The people 
was conceived of as a natural community (or collectivity), and to serve it 
was made into the highest goal. In this view, every people has a peculiar 
individuality and purpose, and makes contributions to human culture and 
to mankind. Political independence is regarded as a precondition for the 
fulfilling of this predestination, hence the task of achieving it. In contrast, 
the French notion of the nation, which underlines individual will, equality, 
and an elective-representative system of government as an expression of the 
“common will” while rejecting monarchism in favor of a national republic, 
remained underdeveloped.21 

According to Gandev, it is the similarity of the path towards national 
formation in Bulgaria and in Germany that explains the reception of the 
German notion, namely, the passing through of a “cultural nation” phase 
(by way of a growing awareness of “individuality” in history and of a dis-
tinctive way of life), followed by aspirations toward political sovereignty in 
one’s own state. In Bulgaria, as in the West, this was a corollary of urban 
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life, of the spread of mass education, and of the creation of a literary Bul-
garian language and a Bulgarian literature resulting from the activities of a 
Bulgarian intelligentsia of teachers and artisan-traders. The intelligentsia 
propagated “common Bulgarian spiritual values” and nurtured the new 
generations in “homogeneous knowledge” (but not earlier than the first 
half of the nineteenth century). 

The earlier Marxist treatment of the nation invariably takes as its point 
of departure Stalin’s formulaic and flatly objectivist definition of the na-
tion through the notorious four features: common language, territory, 
economic life, and psychological make-up or “national character,” as mani-
fested in a common culture. The emergence of nations is accommodated 
within the teaching on social formations at the transition from a feudal to 
a bourgeois-capitalist society, thus a nation begins as a “bourgeois nation.” 
In the case of peoples under foreign domination, the emerging national 
bourgeoisie of the oppressed nation becomes the organizer of all classes of 
co-nationals in a national movement by presenting its own class interests as 
the common interests of all classes; its interests consist in conquering the 
market from the bourgeoisie (or the semi-feudal bureaucracy) of the domi-
nant nation.22 From this point of view, national self-awareness, the will to 
belong, common representations, etc. appear as secondary in national for-
mation (being part of the ideological “super-structure”). The process of 
national formation in general seems secondary (epiphenomenal) to the 
social–economic transition, in accordance with the Marxist primacy of 
class over nation. 

The Stalinist definition of the nation is used in a short paper (dated 
1940) by the would-be ideologue of the Communist regime (and versatile 
philosopher) Todor Pavlov, though understandably the source of the defini-
tion is not mentioned at that time. Rather than an application of the defi-
nition to the Bulgarian case, this is an argument for the priority of eco-
nomic communality over psychic (or spiritual-cultural) unity among the 
features of the nation. According to the author, although all features are 
important, if we take the psychic outlook as the fundamental feature we 
risk “psychologizing” the nation, making a “pure consciousness” out of it, 
and ending up with a “purely mystical essence.”23 Warnings against the 
mystification of the nation become understandable in view of the national-
ist elaboration mentioned earlier. 

Stalin’s ideas were first applied to the Bulgarian case by the Russian his-
torian and academician Nikolai Derzhavin (in a work on Paisii in 1941). 
He described the formation of the Bulgarian nation as the struggle of the 
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Bulgarian bourgeoisie against the semi-feudal ruling bureaucracy of the 
Turkish “nation,” as well as the struggle against the rival Greek national 
bourgeoisie for the market; the Bulgarian bourgeoisie conducted the strug-
gle by organizing the lower strata with slogans for nation and fatherland.24 

The Bulgarian historian Yono Mitev followed suit in the literal application 
of Stalin’s ideas. He also linked the formation of the Bulgarian nation to 
the development of capitalism (in its lower stage of crafts and putting-out 
industries). Characteristically, the author affirmed that an autonomous 
Macedonian nation was formed alongside the Bulgarian one—a “conces-
sion” to the envisioned federation between Bulgaria and Yugoslavia at that 
time, and ironic with regard to the further developments.25 

From the 1960s there stems a doctrinaire and rather naive attempt (by 
Nedyalko Kurtev) to distinguish between types of patriotism on the basis of 
the class status of those professing it and their “progressiveness” at a given 
moment. With elaborate casuistry, the author reveals a spectrum of patriot-
isms, lower and higher, neutral, positive and negative, peaceful and revolu-
tionary. First comes “people’s (narodnosten) patriotism,” undifferentiated 
as to class, and characteristic of the stage before the nation (when it was 
just a “people”). This then develops into “national patriotism,” which is 
conceived of in quantitative terms as finding expression in “a stronger love 
for the fatherland, the native land and the people, a higher awareness of 
the commonality of national traits and specifics, a greater readiness for 
self-sacrifice for the freedom of the fatherland, and the conscious revolu-
tionary activity of the great majority of the working masses.” At this higher 
level of “national” patriotism, Kurtev further differentiates between “natio-
nal consciousness” as a characteristic of all, “patriotism” as the exclusive 
characteristic of the oppressed and progressive classes, and the “bourgeois 
nationalism” of the bourgeoisie. The author admits that the Bulgarian 
bourgeoisie as a class was also patriotic (and not nationalist) for a time and 
in some of its efforts, notably toward national education and in the church 
struggles, as this coincided with the “progressive course of the historical 
development directed at the destruction of the feudal order and the build-
ing up of the bourgeois order.” The “progressiveness” of the bourgeoisie 
lasted until the revolutionary political struggles in the 1860s, which it be-
trayed, while the consciousness of the peasant and urban laboring classes 
rose to higher revolutionary forms of struggle. The patriotism of the op-
pressed classes thus grew and passed from educational and church patriot-
ism to higher revolutionary patriotism, while the patriotism of the bour-
geoisie deteriorated. Characteristics of the higher form of patriotism 
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(besides its revolutionary nature) are its democratic quality—being directed 
against the exploiters from other nations but not against their laboring 
people—and the fact that it went together with love for Russia, which be-
came an organic component of Bulgarian patriotism.26 (Kurtev does not 
speak of “internationalism” in this case.) As clearly seen, the modalities of 
patriotism, although made to appear “objective,” are simply predicated on 
the attitude of the Communist ideologues toward various historical classes 
and their “progressiveness” at a certain point in history. 

The work of historian Rumyana Radkova on the national self-
consciousness of the Bulgarians in the eighteenth century and at the begin-
ning of the nineteenth presents a clear advance in relation to the Stalinist 
views discussed so far.27 The very fact that a “subjectivist” category such as 
national self-consciousness is at the center of the research may have seemed 
bold at the time. But the effect is tempered by the dogmatism of the theoreti-
cal discussion (based on contemporary Soviet authoritative authors) and the 
mere replication of the notorious “features of the nation” on the objective 
and the subjective levels, that is, their being entered into the national self-
consciousness. The “structure” of the national self-consciousness thus ap-
pears to be a mixture of heterogeneous (and some quite curious) compo-
nents, such as the awareness of belonging to a certain ethnic community; 
attachment to the “national values” of territory, language, and culture; a 
feeling of patriotism; solidarity in national-liberation (and anti-feudal) strug-
gles; and an awareness of belonging to a nation-state. According to the 
author, while national self-consciousness is just one feature of the nation 
among others, “there is no nation without self-consciousness.” However, the 
author feels obliged to attack “idealistic bourgeois philosophy” for the 
“fetishization” of national self-consciousness (which is “just” a set of ideas) 
by detaching it from realities and forgetting that it is their “reflection.” 

Radkova also offers a more sophisticated version of the Stalinist picture 
(worked out in reference to subjugated peoples) of the birth and the evolu-
tion of national self-consciousness. The latter begins as quite undifferenti-
ated, but the growing class differentiation in society results in different 
attitudes on the part of the various classes to national issues. The forma-
tion of national self-consciousness is initially in tune with the economic 
interests of the nascent national bourgeoisie in conquering the internal 
markets. But at a higher stage of development, national self-consciousness 
(now elaborated into an ideology) is combined with the tasks of social 
transformation, and a progressive democratic trend comes into being, 
which is in accord with the interests of the majority of the people. 
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In fact, the major contribution of the author consists in the empirical 
search in the literature of the Bulgarian Revival (and in the Catholic 
“propaganda” of the seventeenth century) for traces of national self-
consciousness, especially designations of origin, the use of the ethnic epo-
nym, phrases such as “Bulgarian people,” “fatherland,” “native land” and 
similar expressions of patriotism, descriptions of territory, praise for the 
Bulgarian language, pride in the historical past, and advocacy of the his-
torical right to national independence. 

The treatment of the nation (at about the same time) by Nikolai 
Genchev, a historian with a reputation as a dissident, is free from inconsis-
tencies and arbitrary constructs. The author considers the formation of the 
nation on the basis of Bulgarian ethnicity (narodnost) as its “ethnic sub-
stratum,” under the impact of such factors as the rise of urban life and of 
the urban economy, increased market exchange, and the role of the bour-
geoisie as a “binding element” through its economic activities but also as a 
bearer of modern cultural standards and of the national idea itself. The 
formation of the Bulgarian nation is described as a primarily cultural 
process, whereas the new culture of the Revival was shaped out of three 
components—a literary language based on the spoken dialects, tradition (a 
less important component because of the “medieval conservatism of East-
ern Christianity”), and the extremely important foreign influences (from 
modern Europe, Russia, and other Slav and Balkan cultures). The subjec-
tive aspect of the nation (“national self-consciousness”) receives less atten-
tion, except for a mention that it suffered “deformities” by the assimilation 
of some Bulgarians among the Greeks or Turks. The author enters the 
rather slippery terrain of “people’s psychology” under the rubric of the 
“cultural–psychological stereotype of the Bulgarian during the Revival,” 
but he keeps prudently to institutional settings (the family, the commune, 
the church, national organizations) rather than describing problematic 
“national traits.”28 

Genchev’s otherwise rich exposition is mostly confined to tracing the 
preconditions and formative forces of the Bulgarian nation, while a theo-
retical construct of the nation itself (or of “national consciousness”) is 
lacking. This is hardly accidental. The (moderately) nationalist viewpoint 
that underlies this work makes it difficult to approach the phenomenon of 
the nation in a more critical or distanced manner. On the other hand, it 
should be noted that the predominantly cultural (historical, linguistic, 
ethnographic) concept of the nation, characteristic of the Bulgarian case, 
makes an objectivist treatment, and an explanation in terms of “cultural 



22 THE MAKING OF A NATION IN THE BALKANS 

processes,” quite adequate—historical concept and scholarly “method” 
being in tune. Nation here equals culture (though one still needs the di-
mension of the perception of that culture as specific and differentiating). 

Strashimir Dimitrov was the first to restore the emphasis on the “subjec-
tive” factor in the formation of the Bulgarian nation.29 The author refers to 
the theoretical discussion of the nation and of the “national question” in the 
Russian journal “Voprosy filosofii” (in 1966–1968), and, after repeating the 
usual features of the nation, adds self-consciousness. Then, in discussing the 
formation of the various traits of the nation in the Bulgarian case, he stresses 
precisely the “subjective” aspect. To cite him: “The turning of these objective 
features into a fact of consciousness is precisely the crucial moment in the 
process of the formation of the national consciousness.”30 

Dimitrov then traces the inception and the spread of the national con-
sciousness by way of “national propaganda,” initially by single personalities 
and within small groups, then in a broader national movement, directed by 
the bourgeoisie, which drew in the entire population. The author points to 
the interest in the national past (the “historicism” of the Revival), in the 
language and the ethnography, that is, the customs and folklore of the 
people, etc., as instruments in the formation of the national consciousness. 
National “emancipation” and self-differentiation was effected while fight-
ing the Greek assimilative influences. The consolidation of the Bulgarian 
“bourgeois nation” as a result of the activities of communes and schools, 
the printing of books and newspapers, the spread of revolutionary organi-
zations, etc. was basically completed with the establishment of the Bulgar-
ian Exarchate (some years before the liberation).31 

Already in the 1980s, Hristo Gandev (whose 1940 work was reviewed) 
came back to the issue of the Bulgarian nation.32 He started by relating the 
postulates of the Marxist understanding: the linking of the nation with the 
transition from feudalism to capitalism, and the factors that contribute to 
national cohesion, such as economy, language, territory, state tradition, 
psychology expressed in culture, etc.33 But this only serves him as a kind of 
“insurance,” and as a starting point of the analysis as he immediately sets 
out to relativize the significance of every single factor as a defining feature 
of the nation by drawing counter-examples from various countries, espe-
cially in Latin America and Africa; thus neither political sovereignty and 
state independence, nor bourgeois development and the advance of capital-
ism, and still less the language, may, as Gandev carefully puts it, “ensure 
sufficient preconditions for the building up of a unitary and internally 
consolidated nation” in a number of cases.34 
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The author proceeds to highlight the specifics of the Bulgarian case of 
national formation by considering the candidate features one by one. He 
asserts the great involvement of “ethno-geographical unity” (common ma-
terial conditions and cultural patterns, the principle of a “people”), the 
effect of which was enhanced by the under-differentiation of the culture of 
the bourgeoisie from the material life conditions and culture of the com-
mon people; then the importance of the Bulgarian literary language and of 
the literature created in it; the significance of Orthodoxy; and, finally, the 
importance of the “national idea” itself (i.e., the idea of an independent 
state on the basis of the Bulgarian people), etc. The author points to the 
time of the formation of each factor, which often (in the Bulgarian case as 
elsewhere) long predates the transition toward bourgeois-capitalist rela-
tions—thus undermining this postulate as well.35 

After Communism, Ivan Stoyanov reversed quite mechanically the ap-
proaches to the understanding of the nation and of the processes of na-
tional formation by stressing the subjective moment: “the thought of be-
longing to a given nation.”36 An essay-style work of the present author may 
also be pointed out, in which the Bulgarian case is accommodated within 
the ethno-cultural idea of the nation, and the “compensatory” character of 
Bulgarian nationalism is pointed out.37 

The Bulgarian nation has recently been treated by Iliya Todev in a 
rather nationalistic spirit. The exclusive emphasis on language as a main 
(and even universal) factor of national formation by this author should not 
only demonstrate that the population of Macedonia was part of the Bulgar-
ian nation during the Revival; it should also be conceived of as a refutation 
of the existence of the Macedonian nation in the present. The problem 
here is that a historical argument is being projected upon present-day reali-
ties that look quite different.38 Todev defines the Bulgarian national idea 
(as expressed by Paisii) as defensive—an example of “defensive national-
ism”—in so far as it was turned against the offensive of the more advanced 
Greeks and Serbs.39 

Maria Todorova, a Bulgarian historian who became a leading figure in 
the field of Balkan studies in the United States, agrees about the very great 
significance accorded to language as an identification mark of the Bulgar-
ian nation (far preceding religion). This is attested by the fact that the ju-
risdiction of the Bulgarian Exarchate over the Bulgarian millet in the Ot-
toman Empire was based precisely on the language criterion; the under-
standing of the Muslim pomaks as Bulgarians, and the negation during 
Communism of the existence of a Macedonian nation, rested again on 
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identity or similarity of language.40 However, Todorova never affirms that 
the role of language in identifying a nation is universal, nor does she treat 
as normative (and sacrosanct for the scholar) this historically evolved 
“linguistic identity” of the Bulgarian nation, generated clearly by the need 
for identification through inclusion/exclusion. 

Nationalism and Romanticism 

The Slav revivals, including the Bulgarian Revival, took place under the 
strong ideological impact of romanticism, especially of German romanti-
cism with its interest in history, popular culture, and language. The liter-
ary scholar Boyan Penev was the first Bulgarian to emphasize the crucial 
connection between the Slav revivals and romanticism, expressed through 
the interest of the Slavic “awakeners” toward their own historical past 
(romantic historicism, patriotic historicism), toward their people, language, 
way of life and folklore, but also toward Slavdom as a whole (the Slav idea, 
South Slav Illyrism). Boyan Penev singles out the influence of German and 
English romanticism, and of German idealistic philosophy (Herder and 
Fichte), which all received a specific patriotic and political coloration with 
the Slavs under foreign domination, while Pan-Germanism was important 
in the reaction it provoked.41 

Another literary scholar of the “bourgeois” (i.e., pre-Communist) epoch, 
Bozhan Angelov, subsumed the entire Bulgarian ideology and literature of 
the three decades preceding liberation under the concept of romanticism 
(though he offered no theoretical treatment of romanticism).42 One might 
also mention a short text by A. Filipov, dated 1933, in which the Bulgarian 
Revival as a whole is closely linked with romanticism, and especially with 
its concept of “the people” and the national idea as one of its components. 
The work of Paisii Hilendarski (of 1762), the progenitor of the Bulgarian 
Revival, is interpreted by this author along the lines of romanticism as 
political romanticism or romantic historicism that makes use of history 
while omitting the philosophical and artistic problems of romanticism.43 

The connections between romanticism and the “Slav revival” were fur-
ther worked out by the literary scholar Emil Georgiev during the 1960s and 
1970s. He enumerates the following typical features of the Slav revivals— 
the turning toward the people (which is at the root of everything else), his-
toricism, philologism, folklorism, and the Slav idea. According to the 
author, the Slav revival, and the Bulgarian Revival in particular, went 
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through two phases—a phase of “Enlightenment” (or “Renaissance-
Enlightenment,” the period of the “Awakeners”), and a phase of romanti-
cism. The romanticism that followed upon the Enlightenment-Awakeners’ 
phase is understood by Emil Georgiev as not just a literary trend but, more 
broadly, as an ideological and social–cultural current that began in the 
1820s and lasted until the liberation. Its content was formed by the strug-
gles of the already awakened nation for (modern, secular) education and 
independence. Romanticism, in literature in particular, is characterized by 
patriotism, the prevalence of civic topics, and an ethos of heroic struggle. 
Slavic romanticism, under the conditions of foreign domination, is de-
scribed as “progressive and revolutionary”—turned toward the people, pa-
triotic, and inspired by the national-liberation struggles.44 

It should be noted that romanticism as a literary trend received a com-
paratively low valuation under the Communist regime, in accordance with 
a hierarchy of styles in which it came only below socialist realism, critical 
realism, and realism. Hence the necessity to vindicate it by emphasizing its 
“progressive” role and its ethos of combat under the specific conditions of 
foreign rule. 

Petŭr Dinekov is another important literary scholar who dealt with Bul-
garian romanticism. He differentiated between romanticism as an 
“ideological current” (the historical romanticism of Paisii, Yuri Venelin, 
Vasil Drumev, etc.), romanticism as a “literary school” (and artistic 
method), and “revolutionary romance” (that he ascribed to some brands of 
Bulgarian realism).45 

Romanticism viewed as a purely literary trend forms the subject matter 
of a book published in 1968 by the literary scholar Krŭstyu Genov. He 
extended it over the whole of the Bulgarian literature of the Revival, divid-
ing it into two periods: 1) the “romanticism of the national awakeners” 
from 1762 (when Paisii finished his “Slavonic-Bulgarian History”) to the 
Crimean War of 1853–1856; and 2) romanticism with an ethos of national 
liberation and social revolution, of the period from the Crimean War to 
liberation in 1877/8 (culminating in the poets Botev and Vazov).46 However, 
this concept of “romanticism without boundaries” came under strong at-
tack by critics.47 

The literary scholar and historian Svetlozar Igov recently proposed a di-
vision of the Bulgarian literary process into an Enlightenment period 
(from Paisii to the mid-1840s), and a period of national romanticism, 
“sharing a number of the stylistic traits of European, Slav, and Balkan 
literary romanticism” (from the mid-1840s to the 1870s). The author draws 
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a distinction (like Dinekov before him) between national romanticism as 
“underlying the ideology of the national revival as a total-historical proc-
ess,” and romanticism as a “literary ideology, literary trend, and literary 
style,” which dominated only the second period of the Bulgarian Revival.48 

But he then deals only with literary romanticism. 
Romanticism in historical writing in particular receives special treat-

ment as an instrument of the shaping of the national consciousness. The 
influential Communist historian Aleksandŭr Burmov divided the evolution 
of Bulgarian historical scholarship into two periods—“national romanti-
cism” (of Georgi Rakovski and Gavril Krŭstevich), and “critical history 
writing” (with Vasil Aprilov and Spiridon Palauzov as its forerunners). 
Historical scholarship under the banner of national romanticism is de-
scribed as uncritical, and as containing patriotic exaggerations aimed at 
reinforcing the national consciousness.49 Interestingly, the beginnings of 
critical (or “scientific”) historical scholarship are placed at the end of the 
Revival period (with Marin Drinov). 

The historian Dimitŭr Tsanev takes as the focus of his interest the 
“romanticism” of Bulgarian historical scholarship. According to him, ro-
manticism accompanied the national-liberation movement in the form of 
romanticism in history writing, more precisely as “national romanticism,” 
where the national idea received a political edge. While Paisii’s followers in 
history writing, and the works of Rakovski and Krŭstevich from the first 
half of the nineteenth century, are considered by the author as examples of 
Bulgarian historical romanticism, Paisii himself is viewed as more of an 
Enlightener.50 

The link between the South Slav and Balkan national-liberation move-
ments and romanticism was recently studied in greater detail by the histo-
rian Nadya Danova. Starting with a more general description of romanti-
cism and its manifestations and specifics in various European countries 
(England, France, Germany, Italy), the author focuses on romanticism in 
the writing of history in particular, which shaped the Balkan nationalisms. 
It was within the matrix of historical romanticism that a set of ideas 
evolved, such as the understanding of history as a history of “peoples” 
(rather than of mankind or Christianity), the idea of the “primordiality” of 
the nation and its “organic unfolding” in time, of the peculiar character 
and “originality” of a certain people that finds expression in its “genius” 
(or “spirit”), the exceptionality and special mission of the nation, the no-
tion of national belonging as a feeling with deep, irrational roots, etc.51 

To sum up, the Bulgarian national Revival has rarely been generalized 
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into an epoch of national romanticism, in contrast to the frequent analo-
gies with the Renaissance and the Enlightenment. Romanticism is men-
tioned as a rule in a more narrow sense, as romanticism in history writing 
or as a literary style and an artistic ideology. Only a few scholars (Boyan 
Penev, Emil Georgiev, Nadya Danova) operate with a broader understand-
ing of romanticism as an intellectual (or ideological) “climate” and a 
shared set of ideas that marked the national ideology of the Bulgarian Re-
vival but also of the Balkan and Slav revivals in general. Emil Georgiev in 
particular comes closest to describing the Bulgarian Revival (within the 
context of “Slav revivals”) in terms of romanticism when speaking of its 
first (Awakeners’) phase as one that “posed the tasks of the Revival,” fol-
lowed by a second, romantic period of “stormy national upsurge” that 
“began to put them into effect.”52 While Svetlozar Igov views “national 
romanticism” as expressive of the Bulgarian Revival in general (its 
“pathos”), he is primarily interested in literary romanticism. Among the 
historians, Dimitŭr Tsanev spoke of a Bulgarian national romanticism in 
the nineteenth century but narrows it down to historical works, literature, 
and the arts.53 

One may pose the question as to why the link between the Bulgarian 
Revival and romanticism does not stand out more graphically in Bulgarian 
historical scholarship, and especially in “purely” historical works (in con-
trast to literary scholarship). Why is the Revival (or part of it) not defined— 
at least not typically—as an epoch of “national romanticism”? One may 
speculate that the blindness regarding the romantic ideological contents of 
the Bulgarian Revival is due to a conceptual blockade of authors, who 
stand very much on national-romantic ground themselves. When filtering 
the world through such lenses, the lenses themselves remain invisible. It is 
as if a dose of national romanticism remains unsurpassed in the Bulgarian 
historical scholarship more than a century after its announced entry into a 
“scientific–critical” stage. 

The National and the Spiritual (Cultural) Meanings 

In another major interpretation, the Bulgarian Revival is viewed as a pro-
found spiritual transformation, a transition to the world-view and culture 
of Modernity—secularism, belief in reason, science, individualism, pragma-
tism, etc. This meaning will be dealt with in the following sections on the 
parallels with the great European cultural epochs. But its close association 
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with the national meaning (which is of a “spiritual” nature, too) should be 
pointed out first. In fact, it was developed as complementary to it, and the 
two meanings have often been conflated into a “national-spiritual” inter-
pretation of the Revival. To cite an early example, Dimitŭr Mishev de-
scribed the Revival (in 1925) as a “Bulgarian awakening,” that is, in the 
national sense, but in the same breath he compared it to the Renaissance 
in Italy. He meant the Renaissance in the broadest terms—as a spiritual 
upheaval, “a regeneration of spirituality,” “the liberation of literature, the 
arts, science, the mind, and the individual from the medieval scholastic, 
ascetic, and mystical spirit.” He admitted that in contrast to the “cultural 
peoples,” the Bulgarians did not have literature, arts, and sciences waiting 
to be regenerated and renewed. However, the Bulgarian people had 
“dormant creative capacities,” “a latent creative spirit,” which had to be 
awakened and regenerated, hence the Revival consisted in the awakening 
and the renewal of the “Bulgarian soul.”54 

The very expression “spiritual awakening,” often used in the literature 
of the Revival and on the Revival, is characteristically ambiguous—it links 
intellectual advance with national self-awareness, Enlightenment with na-
tionalism. Such a conflation of two moments is not accidental. It is rooted 
in the specific conditions in which elementary education (prosveta), con-
ducted in the native language and making use of patriotic contents, simul-
taneously arouses national self-awareness. A passage by an earlier historian 
makes the connection explicit: 

“The Bulgarian was called to awake, to come to his senses. The awaken-
ing brought about a desire for education. The Enlightenment of a certain 
people is manifested in literacy, books for the people, and schools for the 
people. [....] The schools reinforce the natural aspiration of every people 
for freedom. The teachers and the pupils in the newly-opened schools stud-
ied and already knew that our people had been strong, enlightened, and 
respected in the past, but that now it is a slave.”55 

The close association between the two meanings of the national Revival 
is also due to the belated Bulgarian development that “collapses” into one 
the epochs of earlier Western development (or makes up for them). The 
overlap between spiritual (world-view) renewal and the age of nationalism 
in the Balkans is made explicit by the literary historian Petŭr Dinekov (in a 
passage from 1942): 

“The middle of the eighteenth century is, in our history, the beginning 
not only of a national, but also of an ideological, world-view revival in the 
broadest sense—the end of the Middle Ages and the beginning of a modern 
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European culture. In Western Europe this transition occurred some centu-
ries earlier, but the ideas of the new European culture came late to us and 
to the Balkan peninsular in general because of the peculiar political and 
economic conditions. [...] Thus the ideological revival of our people coin-
cides with its national revival.”56 

Alternatively, Hristo Gandev posits an earlier part of the Bulgarian Re-
vival (beginning with the eighteenth century) as a gradual spiritual– 
cultural process of overcoming the medieval religious world-view and its 
replacement with a pragmatic, secular, civic, and rationalist world-view, 
and, as a result, the formation of a modern cultural nation.57 

While the spiritual (intellectual, cultural) and national meanings of the 
Bulgarian Revival are closely related and, in a sense, complementary, they 
are still different and autonomous. The spiritual–cultural meaning is 
broader and more vague. It encompasses the transition to the modern ep-
och (of which the formation of the nation is only a part). In the West, the 
transition to Modernity was effected by the great intellectual (cultural) 
epochs—the Renaissance, the Reformation, the Enlightenment. When con-
ceiving of the Bulgarian Revival as a spiritual–cultural process, it was only 
natural to look for analogies there, the more so as there existed strong 
actual influences. In what follows I will consider the comparisons that were 
drawn between the Bulgarian Revival and the European cultural epochs. 
By the same token, those comparisons present attempts to synchronize 
Bulgarian historical development with that of the West. 

The Analogy with the Renaissance 

The first serious attempt to juxtapose the Bulgarian Revival (the word for 
which in Bulgarian means “rebirth,” as does “renaissance”) with the Ital-
ian Renaissance and its great personalities was made by the Bulgarian lit-
erary scholar Ivan Shishmanov (in 1928). He points out the following 
“parallels” (similarities): a transition from the Middle Ages to Modernity 
(and from a natural type economy to capitalism); a developed urban class 
as the promoter of the new ideas; one great personality as leader of the 
movement; a new “national” spirit and a return of language and literature 
to their source (for the Bulgarians, the “Slavonic-Bulgarian trend”); the 
growing role of the individual; and a belief in the value of knowledge, sci-
ence, and education. The differences mentioned are the absence of the 
revival of an antiquity in the Bulgarian case, and the lack of profound 
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changes in religion, science, morality, and aesthetics. After due cautioning 
about comparing “two so unequal magnitudes,” the author concludes that 
“we actually have the right to speak of an epoch of Revival with many of 
the symptoms that distinguish the West European Renaissance.”58 

Shishmanov dates the Bulgarian transition to Modernity to the end of 
the eighteenth century, with the monks Paisii Hilendarski and his follower 
Sofronii Vrachanski as “Renaissance types,” followed by transitional and 
modern figures.59 The comparison with the Italian Renaissance (Rinasci-
mento) by this author regards, in fact, what he calls the  Bulgarian “spiri-
tual revival,” which ended with the establishment of the Bulgarian Exar-
chate in 1870, and which was followed by a “political revival” of struggles 
and uprisings (similar to the Italian Risorgimento).60 

In a similar vein, the literary scholar Emil Georgiev conceives of the 
Bulgarian Revival in general, and of its first and longer part in particular, 
as a sort of Renaissance. According to him, in spite of its specific traits the 
Bulgarian Revival was similar “in essence” to the Renaissance of the other 
European peoples, although occurring a few centuries later—a kind of 
“belated Renaissance.” It turned the eyes away from the divinity, although 
it discovered the nation rather than the individual and was inspired by 
history, popular traditions, language, folklore, and kinship with the Slav 
peoples rather than reviving a classical antiquity.61 Emil Georgiev posits an 
initial “Renaissance-Enlightenment” period of the Revival, somehow mak-
ing up for the Renaissance as well.62 In addition, he speaks of an earlier 
“pre-Renaissance” period of the South Slavs and the Bulgarians in particu-
lar, encompassing the authors of damaskini (Readers with mostly moralist-
religious readings) in the seventeenth century, the activities of the Bulgar-
ian Catholics under Renaissance influences issuing from Dubrovnik in the 
mid-seventeenth century, and the Enlightenment of Serb and Bulgarian 
emigrants in the Habsburg Empire.63 

In a more cautious way, the literary scholar Tsveta Damyanova offers a 
“functional comparison” for establishing formal similarities and differ-
ences between the Western Renaissance and the Bulgarian Revival, espe-
cially as regards the representation of time in the literature (but not devoid 
of more general claims).64 According to the author, the understanding of 
time in the West European triad Modernity–Middle Ages–Antiquity has a 
Bulgarian equivalent in the triad Modern epoch (i.e., Revival)–(Turkish) 
Yoke–Glorious past (i.e., Medieval Bulgaria). But while the attitude of the 
West toward the Middle Ages in this triad was negative, it is the yoke that 
constitutes the Bulgarian “dark centuries”; and it is not antiquity but the 
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Middle Ages that receive praise from the Bulgarian authors. For the poets, 
writers, and political journalists of the Revival epoch, all things valuable, 
and especially freedom, are situated in the past or in the future, while the 
present day is depicted in dark colors (unlike the hypertrophy of the pres-
ent in the Western Renaissance). That the Bulgarian Revival could not 
accept Greek antiquity as its ideal, but rather rejected it, was largely due to 
the contemporary struggles against Greek cultural influence and attempts 
at assimilation. 

The historian Nikolai Genchev was also tempted by the parallel with the 
European Renaissance.65 He justifies it by employing a very generalized 
concept of “Renaissance” (with reference to Arnold Toynbee and Nikolai 
Konrad) as an epoch of deep social and world-view transformations by, 
presumably, resuscitating the values of the past and evoking the spirit of 
older civilizations. He argues that both phenomena constitute a transi-
tional phase between the Middle Ages and Modernity (or “bourgeois civili-
zation”), that humanism and individualism played a role in both, as did 
towns and the urban class (of burghers). The author makes a few strong 
statements to the effect that the Bulgarian Revival took place “in the 
shadow” of the European Renaissance, and that it “repeated some com-
mon and specific traits of the European Renaissance.” But he dilutes them 
by citing such specifics of the Bulgarian case as different “ideological and 
cultural loading” and motivation, a different point of departure, a different 
social and civilizational context (Islam, the Balkan-Ottoman model), and 
different components of the cultural synthesis, since, in the Bulgarian case, 
one cannot speak of the renewal of past cultural patterns but of borrowing 
and adapting ideas and achievements from Western bourgeois civilization. 
In the end Genchev returns to his earlier idea of the Bulgarian Revival as a 
mixture of intellectual components (to be considered below). 

Although the parallels between the Bulgarian Revival and the West 
European Renaissance are very formalistic, and even so very tenuous, this 
has remained a favorite association and reference point for a number of 
authors up to the present day.66 The Renaissance is a beloved image of the 
Bulgarian Revival, a bright dream that Bulgarian scholars are reluctant to 
renounce. Even when the comparison ends up establishing substantial 
differences rather than similarities, the two phenomena are implicitly iden-
tified by the very fact that they are brought together. But when the com-
mon ground of the comparison is merely “spiritual transformation,” it 
remains a purely metaphoric figure, empty of substantial contents. It then 
makes little sense to compare the Bulgarian Revival precisely with the Ren-
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aissance instead of representing it simply as a (world-view) transition to 
Modernity.67 This does not preclude the possibility of speaking about the 
borrowing of Renaissance ideas and values, mediated by the contempora-
neous Enlightenment. 

The analogy with the West European Renaissance has recently been em-
phatically rejected by the literary scholar Svetlozar Igov. According to the 
author, the Bulgarian Revival (and the revival of most of the Slav and Bal-
kan peoples) not only does not correspond to the European Renaissance 
chronologically but also fails to do so as a cultural typology and as a his-
torical process, even though both replaced the religious-theological concept 
of the Middle Ages with a secular one. The fundamental difference is that 
the European Renaissance, in the form of humanism, replaced God with 
the individual as the highest value and as center of the universe 
(“anthropocentrism”), while the Bulgarian Revival replaced God with the 
fatherland and the people (an “ethnocentric” vision of the world). The 
individual here serves the nation and the fatherland, which might easily be 
substituted for other “supra-individual” idols (e.g., party, leader, revolu-
tion, etc.). The basic orientation of the Bulgarian Revival is not Renais-
sance-humanist and individualist, but national awakening and national 
liberation—hence it is not a “belated” Renaissance.68 

Curiously, in a recent work by another literary scholar (Kiril Topalov) 
the contrast between “anthropocentrism” and “ethnocentrism,” instead of 
establishing a fundamental Otherness between the European Renaissance 
and the Bulgarian Revival, is accommodated in its turn within the old 
comparative framework, as just another difference.69 

The Bulgarian Revival and the Enlightenment 

The Bulgarian Revival, widely assumed to start with Paisii’s Slavonic-
Bulgarian History in 1762, has also been searched for Enlightenment con-
tents. Among the advocates of the thesis of a Bulgarian Enlightenment is 
the historian Iliya Konev.70 The slant of a monumental work of his is the 
refutation of the view that the Bulgarians did not have an Enlightenment 
because of their “belated” development, or that they had, at best, Renais-
sance and Enlightenment ideas subsumed under the ensign of a primarily 
national revival.71 The problem is that the author does not state clearly and 
unambiguously his thesis (implicit in his critique of other authors), 
namely, that a certain period presents a “Bulgarian Enlightenment,” and 
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that the Bulgarian spiritual–cultural development then had an original 
local character. He speaks instead in roundabout terms72 and only occa-
sionally hints at a Bulgarian Enlightenment in connection with the dam-
askini (mistakenly, as will be seen), with Paisii, or with the “philological 
movement.”73 The contribution of this author actually consists in tracing 
specific influences of the Enlightenment on Bulgarian literature (especially 
in history and in philology) and on school education, and a connection 
with national-liberation ideas.74 Finally, he admits that the Enlightenment 
had stronger expressions in Greece, Serbia, and Romania than in Bul-
garia.75 

A quite different view on the impact of the Enlightenment on the Bul-
garians is held by Donka Petkanova-Toteva. She finds no traces of Enlight-
enment ideas in the damaskini (books with “mixed” semi-religious con-
tents), which are chronologically earlier, have an entirely different origin, 
and still express a religious world-view. Paisii Hilendarski, the originator or 
precursor of the Bulgarian Revival in 1762, already goes beyond religiosity 
and stands closer to the Western Enlightenment, but only in a general 
sense as he had no knowledge either direct or indirect, of Rousseau, Vol-
taire and other Enlightenment figures, and he dealt with specifically Bul-
garian and Balkan themes. Sofronii Vrachanski, a follower of Paisii in the 
next generation, is already a “new type of Enlightener” (comparable to the 
Serb Enlightener Dositej Obradović); he was influenced by Enlightenment 
ideas mediated by Greeks, Serbs and Romanians, and expressed such ideas 
in a modified (national, Balkan) form. Donka Toteva notes a number of 
peculiarities in the manifestation of Enlightenment ideas among the Bul-
garians (but also in Serbia and Greece), such as the absence of a sharp 
conflict with the church and religion (which played a protective role under 
foreign domination: Enlightenment ideas were sometimes advocated by 
monks and priests), the close link between Enlightenment ideas, ideas on 
education, and national feeling (e.g., education as a path to intellectual and 
moral improvement, but also to freedom), and, finally, the absence of the 
philosophical, aesthetic, and political questions that concerned the Western 
Enlighteners. Enlightenment ideas among the Bulgarians found expression 
mainly in propaganda about the need for education, which led to the great 
educational upsurge in the nineteenth century and to the setting up of 
schools of a new, secular type (that also propagated national self-
awareness).76 

A Bulgarian Enlightenment, as a period in Bulgarian literary and cul-
tural development (dated from Paisii in the middle of the eighteenth cen-
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tury until the mid-1840s), features in a recent work by the literary scholar 
Svetlozar Igov. It is characterized as a period of national awakening and 
of the laying down of the organizational (institutional) foundations of 
the subsequent literary and cultural development—schools and education, 
printing presses, books and periodicals, all of which played a role in the 
formation of a literary language. The Bulgarian literature of the time 
still presented a syncretic, publicistic form and had an educational-didac-
tic character in the main; it was subject to strong foreign influences, espe-
cially Greek and Serb, and spread universalistic rationalist and humanist 
ideas.77 

The arguments pro and contra a Bulgarian Enlightenment often focus 
on the outlook of Paisii Hilendarski, who was chronologically a contempo-
rary of the Enlightenment. Some authors place him under the label of 
romanticism and regard him as a romanticist historiographer (Boyan 
Penev, Krŭstyu Genov78), for others he was primarily a man of the Enlight-
enment (Ivan Shishmanov, Iliya Konev, Emil Georgiev79), while others de-
tect the influence of both the Enlightenment and romanticism on him 
(Emil Georgiev in some pronouncements, Dimitŭr Tsanev, Svetlozar Igov80). 
The main reason for the controversy in the interpretation of Paisii is the 
absence of direct and strongly expressed Enlightenment influences in his 
oeuvre, and the mostly nationalist character of his message, in contrast to 
the universalism and liberalism of the Enlightenment. 

A number of authors have spoken more generally (and less problemati-
cally) of “Balkan” and “South Slav” enlightenments. As mentioned, the 
literary scholar Emil Georgiev divides the Slav (or South Slav) revival into 
two periods: Enlightenment (or “Renaissance-Enlightenment”) in the sec-
ond half of the eighteenth century and the beginning of the nineteenth 
century, and romanticism from the mid-1820s onwards.81 The Renaissance-
Enlightenment period is defined by the author as a period of “national 
awakening,” in which the national upsurge and struggles of later times 
were prepared.82 According to him, there existed a “literary community” of 
the South Slavs during their revival, whereas the Serbs and Croats, who 
were in a more favorable situation under Austrian rule and who experi-
enced earlier revivals, gave more to the Bulgarians (while the Serbs of ear-
lier times were indebted to medieval Bulgarian literature). Moreover, some 
authors (Hristofor Žefarović, Partenii Pavlović, Andria Kačić-Mioşić, Jovan 
Rajić) were either indistinguishable as to nationality and lived in a com-
mon South Slav milieu, or else worked with the idea of South Slav unity. 
As Emil Georgiev puts it, the ideas of the Enlightenment and its rational-
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ism “came into the possession of the South Slavs in conditions of unre-
stricted exchanges.” The South Slav literary community is cited to explain 
the literary work of Paisii, who stands, according to the author, at the be-
ginning of a Bulgarian Enlightenment proper and does not look so isolated 
against this background.83 (But Emil Georgiev does not pursue the idea of 
a Bulgarian Enlightenment further, being primarily interested in the South 
Slav literatures.) 

In their work on Balkan history, Strashimir Dimitrov and Krŭstyu 
Manchev devote some attention to a “Balkan Enlightenment,” Greek and 
South Slav in particular. They point to the “historicism” used as a means 
of national awakening as a peculiarity of the Enlightenment among the 
Balkan Slav peoples under Austrian and Ottoman rule. But the authors 
cite mostly Serb and Croat representatives of the Balkan Enlightenment, 
which may be interpreted as skepticism regarding a Bulgarian Enlighten-
ment proper (even though Paisii receives a mention in this context).84 

The problem of a Balkan Enlightenment (and Balkan romanticism) is 
treated at length by the historian Nadya Danova.85 She endorses the view of 
separate (and implicitly equivalent) “national” enlightenments—French, 
English, German, Russian, etc. But, as regards the Balkans, the author 
speaks cautiously about specific manifestations of the Enlightenment here, 
conditioned by the peculiar historical circumstances such as life under 
foreign domination, the stronger hold of the church over minds (largely 
due to the role of religion in protecting nationality), and the retarded de-
velopment of capitalist relations and an underdeveloped bourgeois society. 
Backwardness has been linked with the discrepancies between the ideas of 
the new secular Balkan intelligentsia and the mentality of its peasant com-
patriots, the greater role of the “traditional” church intelligentsia, the 
phenomena of auto-didacticism and “encyclopedic” knowledge, etc. Ac-
cording to the author, the Enlightenment among the Bulgarians in particu-
lar is manifested in the “general spiritual upsurge and the striving toward 
knowledge and education,” the gradual growth of a secular intelligentsia, 
the efforts of Enlightenment activists to create a common and accessible 
literary language, a certain critique of the church and its servants, and 
Enlightenment historicism (Paisii). The Enlightenment ideology reached 
greatest maturity in the views of Ivan Seliminski and Nikola Pikolo (both 
of whom lived outside Bulgaria). 

Having made the point that historicism was developed not only by ro-
manticism but by the Enlightenment as well, Nadya Danova argues that 
this, precisely, is the crucial link between the Enlightenment and the proc-
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esses of national formation in the Balkans and among the Bulgarians in 
particular. While historicism in France and England was used as a weapon 
against traditionalist views, in the Balkans it assumed the task of shaping 
patriots, similar to the role of historicism in the German Enlightenment. 
The Enlightenment principle of individual freedom and freedom of con-
sciousness was transformed in the Balkans into an appeal to the individual 
to subordinate his (or her) efforts to the objectives of national liberation.86 

The Balkans took part in the struggle to reorganize education and science 
toward “positive knowledge,” as well as in the propaganda for new bour-
geois ethics and values. The issue of the national language became particu-
larly poignant here because of its ethno-formative functions (another anal-
ogy with the German Enlightenment). The weak representation of ideo-
logical radicalism in the form of materialism, atheism, and republicanism 
in the views of Balkan Enlightenment figures is explained by the author 
with reference to the role of the church and the Christian religion as a 
guard against Islam. 

Finally, the treatment of the Balkan Enlightenment by the Greek histo-
rian Paschalis Kitromilides deserves special attention because of its more 
detached manner and broader perspective.87 The author approaches the 
issue in terms of regional and local enlightenments resulting from the 
transfer of new ideas (liberal ideas in the realm of politics and ethics in 
particular) from the place and context of their genesis to other places and 
societies, where they become “refracted” through the particular problems 
of these societies. The “fragments” of the Enlightenment that came to the 
eighteenth-century Balkans fell upon a structurally and culturally hostile 
terrain—traditional social structures and mentalities, Orthodoxy, theocratic 
Ottoman rule, etc.—that accounts for their quite unsuccessful fortunes. The 
Enlightenment here remained primarily the affair of small groups of Bal-
kan intellectuals (initially clerics and increasingly secular figures), and the 
result of intellectual exchanges with Western and Central Europe. 

According to Kitromilides, the Enlightenment in the Balkans began as a 
“cultural critique” of the conditions of backwardness and cultural primi-
tivism, and then created visions of political transformation (political re-
form or radical revolution). From the very outset, these ideas were con-
nected with the beginnings of modern nationalism, which they helped. The 
Enlightenment found expression in a certain philosophical argument (in 
favor of rationalist philosophy, mathematics, and natural science); in a 
concern for a reform of the language, education and literature; and in an 
awareness of one’s own historical past. The Balkan Enlightenment was 
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especially receptive to German intellectual influences because of its con-
centration on issues of history and culture; it thus acted in favor of an 
“organismic concept” of national community that boded a compromise 
with the corporativism of the traditional culture. In fact, the author speaks 
only about the Greek, Romanian, and Serb cases, while Paisii’s work pres-
ents, in his view, “a case of incipient national awakening without the cul-
tural experience of the Enlightenment.” The Bulgarian awakening in gen-
eral is presented by him as an indirect product of the enlightenment of 
other Balkan nations and a reaction to the awareness of cultural back-
wardness that gave rise to a similar cultural critique, a sense of historical 
and cultural identity, and a vision of national liberation. 

As for the political projects of the Enlightenment, the imagination of the 
Enlightened intellectuals in the Balkans was first captured by the “mirage 
of Enlightened absolutism,” while the new and more radical generations 
had the vision (under the impact of the French Revolution) of political 
independence in the form of a modern nation state, either in a more radi-
cal republican form (as in the Greek case), or as an aristocratic republic (as 
in the Romanian case). None of these Enlightenment political ideals was 
realized, because the Greek and the Serb national revolutions were in 
essence peasant wars and the outcome was actually a defeat of the political 
aspirations of the Enlightenment in tune with the new international cli-
mate of the Restoration in Europe; the “residual liberalism” among stu-
dents and the liberal intelligentsia in Romania was defeated in the revolu-
tion of 1848. The conclusion of Kitromilides is that the Enlightenment in 
Southeast Europe was submerged by the nationalism that it helped initiate, 
and by confrontation with the traditional culture. 

To sum up, when the Bulgarian Revival (its first stage in particular) is 
juxtaposed with the Enlightenment, a number of caveats and qualifications 
become necessary: to begin with, the rather mediated (through the Greeks 
and Serbs) and diluted influence of Enlightenment ideas; then a certain 
delay (especially if Paisii is not counted as an “Enlightener”) and the small 
number of manifest Enlightenment figures; and, finally, the existence of 
strong peculiarities and specifics—Bulgarian and Balkan in general—due to 
the very different circumstances under Ottoman domination. The political 
liberalism and civil rights associated with the Enlightenment are translated 
here into a struggle for national independence; the national idea that may 
have received impetus from the historicism of the Enlightenment soon 
passed under the auspices of romanticism and was shaped into cultural-
historical and “organic” nationalism (hard to reconcile with the universal-
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istic and individualistic claims of the Enlightenment). The Enlightenment 
in general found a stunted reception in the Balkans, confined mostly to its 
literary and educational aspects, and to a lesser extent, and quite superfi-
cially, its philosophical–scientific aspects, while radical social and political 
projects in its spirit were almost absent. The Bulgarian case is character-
ized by a broad local movement for education in the native language and in 
a secular spirit, though this can hardly be defined as Enlightenment 
proper.88 What do qualify, however, are ideas about the importance of 
knowledge and education, disputes regarding literary language, and proba-
bly some influences on “historicism.” 

The existence of Enlightenment ideas in the Bulgarian milieu during 
the national revival—the praise of education, the popularization of science, 
and secular and rationalistic ideas in general—is certain. The question is 
whether these ideas put their stamp on the times, marking them as a dis-
tinctive “epoch.” In order to do so, prominent adherents and propagators 
of these ideas, that is, prominent “Enlighteners,” are required, as is the 
spread and impact of their ideas.89 Candidates in the Bulgarian case are 
Paisii and Sofronii, but only the latter is more of an Enlightener. The more 
accomplished Enlighteners Ivan Seliminski, Nikola Pikolo, and Petŭr 
Beron lived (somewhat anachronistically) in later times and in a foreign 
milieu. Enlightenment ideas were present among the Bulgarians, but in 
quite diluted forms. This leaves the concept of a “Bulgarian Enlighten-
ment” with little substance. 

In general, the debate as to whether or not one can speak of a 
“Bulgarian Enlightenment” is a function of the concept one applies and 
the claims and expectations that go with it.90 The stronger concept, put 
forward by Kitromilides and oriented more substantially toward the West-
ern cases, excludes not only a Bulgarian Enlightenment proper but makes 
even stronger instances of Enlightenment in the Balkans problematic—a 
failed political project in any case. The various Bulgarian authors discussed 
in this chapter can be taken as a demonstration of the fact that while the 
thesis of a “Bulgarian Enlightenment” in the strong sense is untenable, it 
is legitimate to look for Enlightenment influences among the Bulgarians, 
and such have been discovered in a number of spheres. There is also the 
possibility of treating the Bulgarian case as part of the more comprehen-
sive processes of a regional “Balkan Enlightenment” or a South Slav En-
lightenment with brighter representatives elsewhere. Another possibility 
(suggested by Svetlozar Igov) has been to consider the Bulgarian Enlight-
enment as a primarily “cultural-organizational” phase, in which the insti-
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tutional prerequisites for the development of secular literature and culture 
were being laid down.91 Clearly this circumvents the necessity for manifest 
individual achievements. 

Analogies with the Reformation 

There also exist attempts to interpret a certain part of the Bulgarian Re-
vival, its earlier part in particular, in terms of Reformation. As far as I can 
see, the first such attempt was made by Hristo Gandev (in 1939).92 The 
author points to a host of new phenomena in religiosity—the emergence of 
a “new Christianity” in the eighteenth century and the first half of the 
nineteenth century, which rediscovered the Gospel in a rationalist and 
practical, concrete sense; a striving toward a new morality “deriving from 
the depth of real faith”; moralistic and instructive appeals in the spirit of 
“social love” (in contrast to the “individualism” of magic customs); and the 
romantic aspiration of the burghers toward a “lay spiritual community.” 
The new religiosity was directed against popular paganism but also against 
the religious formalism of the clerics and the ignorant insistence on simple 
faith. Promoters of these phenomena were religious moralists, preachers, 
and educators, authors of books against magic (pagan) popular beliefs and 
of manuals on virtuous behavior, etc. Spiritual transformations in the 
spirit of the Reformation were observed among artisans and traders and 
their teachers and priests (but not among the peasants, tied to the cycles of 
nature and immersed in magic notions). Gandev makes an explicit analogy 
between this “reform movement” and the early West European movements, 
with the reservation that, unlike them, it did not change the dogmatics.93 

A similar treatment of the earlier part of the Revival (and a previous pe-
riod) as a kind of Reformation was recently offered by Svetla Strashimirova, 
in a book focusing on the transition of the Bulgarians to Modernity. Ac-
cording to the author, although the Orthodox Balkan Christian did not 
experience the dramatic problem of faith faced by the Western Christian in 
seeking personal religious autonomy from the Catholic monopoly, for the 
Orthodox as well the value and world-view transformation at the end of the 
Middle Ages and the threshold of Modernity initially assumed a religious 
form. This is attested by the damaskini (books with religious-moralist con-
tents) of the seventeenth century, the edifying sermons in the early Revival, 
and the Christian preachers-moralists of the beginning of the nineteenth 
century. The transformation found expression in a strong striving toward 
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the “moral contents” of Christianity, a turning toward the sources of the 
faith (the Holy Scriptures), a renewal of the faith by freeing it from formal-
ism, the preaching of virtues and moral values, the addressing of the prac-
tical life of man, etc. All this served as the spiritual background of the nas-
cent bourgeoisie and as a “spiritual catalyst for the civic revival of the me-
dieval personality—among the Bulgarians as in the West,” preparing the 
ground for the shaping of modern individuals, citizens, and nationals.94 

Finally, a more formal parallel has been drawn between the Reforma-
tion and the Bulgarian struggles for church autonomy from the Greek 
Patriarchy (around the middle of the nineteenth century). According to the 
historian Iliya Todev, the Bulgarians actually wanted not to reform but to 
nationalize the church. In contrast to Western Europe, where the seculari-
zation (of the Enlightenment) was dominated by anti-clericalism, the secu-
larization of public life among the Bulgarians did not abandon the frame-
work of the church. The Bulgarian Revival was thus a “correlate of the 
Reformation and Enlightenment at the same time” and it can (paradoxi-
cally) be called “an Enlightenment in the form of Reformation.” All the 
more so as the church and its clergy contributed greatly to the “enlighten-
ing” of the Bulgarians in a modern, secular spirit, not least by spreading 
rational knowledge. The struggle for an independent national church led, 
in practice, to the secularization of the public domain, in spite of the ab-
sence of radical anti-clericalism and atheism.95 As can be seen from this  
example, when the parallels are primarily external and formal, and primar-
ily establish differences (the different role of the church, a different mean-
ing of “reform,” etc.), their usefulness diminishes. 

To summarize, the comparison of the Bulgarian Revival with the cul-
tural epochs that effected the transition toward Modernity in the West has 
resulted in the asserting of numerous similarities and differences. The 
comparison assumes different methodological forms according to the de-
gree of similarity claimed by the authors: the pointing out of formal 
“analogies” or “parallels”; the establishing of “functional equivalents” 
(under different conditions); the detection of Western ideological influ-
ences on the Bulgarian Revival; the conception of the Bulgarian Revival (or 
part of it) as the “reflection” or “repetition” of a Western cultural epoch, 
eventually with peculiarities; and, finally, the positing of an equivalence 
between “national” cultural epochs (and the rejection of a unitary model). 
The similarities, contrasts, analogies, parallels, correspondences, etc. that 
are established are located in the continuum between total difference and 
complete identity. The undertaking of comparison in general rests on the 
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assumption of a fundamental comparability between Bulgarian develop-
ment and that of Western Europe, that is, the rejection of the radical dif-
ference (total “originality”) of the Bulgarian case and the assumption that 
it participated, to an extent, in a “common European” pattern of cultural 
development. 

The Bulgarian Revival and European Development 

In addition to comparison with separate cultural epochs, the Bulgarian 
Revival has been juxtaposed with the cultural evolution of Western Europe 
as a whole. The most ambitious and highly speculative attempt of this sort 
was undertaken by Georgi Gachev, a Bulgarian living in the Soviet Union.96 

It is premised upon a number of historico-philosophical tenets. First, hu-
manity in its evolution passed from a syncretic, folklore-epic form of collec-
tive consciousness (characteristic of a patriarchal stage), through a relig-
ious mentality (characteristic of the feudal social structure, and as re-
formed Christianity presenting the first ideology of capitalism), toward a 
secular ideology and a bourgeois life-style (characteristic of “civic society” 
and of the capitalist social structure). Second, backward or arrested socie-
ties and cultures reproduce in their development (in a specific way) the 
stages passed through by advanced societies and cultures, in a way reminis-
cent of the “law” of biological evolution, in which the ontogenesis repli-
cates the phylogenesis, that is, the development of the individual repeats 
the evolution of the species. Third, one can approach the collective con-
sciousness of the society and its culture through the study of literature; the 
relation is even closer, so that one may actually speak of an ideological (and 
literary) form of the social-economic processes or of parallel processes of 
social and literary development. 

These Hegelian and evolutionist premises hardly deserve a critique. 
What is interesting, however, is the idea that societies that have been held 
back eventually undergo a peculiar type of “accelerated and condensed” 
cultural development. Applied to the Bulgarian case, this looks as follows. 
The evolution of the Bulgarian culture was arrested by the Ottoman con-
quest and preserved in a patriarchal state with its folklore and religious 
world-view. The development was resumed during the Revival in the second 
half of the eighteenth century and from then onwards it started reproduc-
ing the stages of West European development in its efforts to catch up with 
the more advanced culture. However, this reproduction has a number of 
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peculiarities in comparison with “normal” Western development. It is 
“accelerated” and “condensed,” that is, society covers in less time what has 
taken longer with others. Furthermore, cultural phenomena and traits that 
were consecutive in the West are “contemporaneous” and overlapping here, 
and there is a time lag from what is current in the West.97 In addition, the 
ideological (and literary) forms of the belated development cannot reach 
maturity and classical purity but remain underdeveloped and “abridged,” 
and there exist “hybrid” forms. Finally, in a “belated accelerated” devel-
opment, processes in the realm of the mind and ideology overtake the 
processes in the social-economic and political spheres; it thus becomes 
possible for literature to move to the center of public life and even to be-
come an “arena of revolutionary transformations.” 

The recapitulation of Western cultural epochs by the Bulgarians is de-
scribed by Gachev in the following manner: the Renaissance stage barely 
projected itself onto Bulgarian development but the latter still realized, “in 
a very concise manner,” what was “internally needed” from the Renais-
sance processes. There was an almost direct transition to the Enlighten-
ment, the asceticism of which coexisted here with a Renaissance feeling for 
the fullness of life. The transitional stages mentioned so far “ran into” the 
romanticism and realism characteristic of nineteenth-century Europe. One 
effect of the accelerated development was the overlaying of stages of the 
“literary-cum-social” development, even within the work of a single author 
(e.g. Petko Slaveikov). It also made possible an “anachronism” like the 
“Petŭr Beron phenomenon,” who wrote his “panepistemia” (science with 
claims to integrate all branches of knowledge) in a time of advancing scien-
tific specialization.98 

Criticism of Gachev’s ideas notwithstanding, the notion of “delayed ac-
celerated” development and its implications were taken up by a number of 
authors. Thus the prominent literary scholar Petŭr Dinekov spoke (with 
reference to Gachev) about the overlapping and mixing of literary trends in 
Bulgaria—the coexistence of elements of Enlightenment ideology with sen-
timentalism, romanticism, and realism—in the effort to catch up with 
Europe.99 The concept was taken up by the literary scholar Emil Georgiev 
to describe the interlacing of styles in the development of South Slav litera-
tures.100 The author also attempted to rhyme the Bulgarian Revival with 
West European epochs, chronologically and (implicitly and to a degree) in 
substance, too. The Bulgarian Revival (which he dates from Paisii in 1762) 
occurred a few centuries later than the West European Renaissance but it 
was preceded by a primarily spiritual pre-Renaissance in the seventeenth 
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and eighteenth centuries (the damaskini, the literary activities of the Bul-
garian Catholics, the Church Slavonic cultural tradition). The revival/ren-
aissance of the Bulgarians took place in the eighteenth century, which is 
the Age of Enlightenment in the West; it borrowed ideological elements 
from the European Renaissance, the Enlightenment, and romanticism 
respectively. It also presents an epoch of the formation of the Slav nations— 
a Slav revival—in close connection with romanticism. The belated develop-
ment thus results in the merging of elements that are characteristic of 
different epochs (i.e., different in the West).101 

In the same vein, the historian Nikolai Genchev conceives of the Bulgar-
ian Revival, its spiritual–ideological aspect in particular, as an interlacing 
of ideas from different Western epochs. According to him, it forms part of 
the “common European transition from the Middle Ages to the bourgeois 
world” and presents a belated instance of it. The Bulgarian Revival spans, 
in fact, the various stages of the transition, especially the Renaissance, the 
Enlightenment, and the bourgeois revolutions, whose ideas are “organi-
cally merged” and “closely intertwined.” Renaissance motifs made an ap-
pearance in the early cultural revival of the eighteenth century simultane-
ously with Enlightenment ideas, and they all merged during the nineteenth 
century in the organic whole of the national cultural movement.102 Else-
where, Genchev points out that the Bulgarian Revival borrowed and re-
worked not only Renaissance (humanist) ideas and achievements, but also 
classicist, Enlightenment, liberal, and romantic ones, and that it did not 
follow the “classic” sequence of stages of the European transition. To cite 
him: 

“The Bulgarian Revival is a compensatory epoch, which is not only 
Renaissance, not only classicism, not only Enlightenment, and not only a 
revolutionary change in social relations, but all that taken together, and 
realized under specific historical conditions in the course of the national-
liberation epoch.”103 

In the last formulation of his ideas (in 1995) the skeptical notes sound 
stronger. The Bulgarian Revival cannot be defined as Renaissance in a 
proper sense; classicism is also lacking; it is a “pale Enlightenment”; and 
though it is a little of them all “under specific historical conditions,” the 
compensation for the Bulgarian historical past and for falling behind was 
only partial and superficial. The “accelerated development” of the revival 
processes (a reference to Gachev) was such only in comparison with the 
slow tempo of the preceding evolution, but in comparison with the Euro-
pean tempo it was actually slower, and presented rather an effort “to stop 
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the degradation processes.”104 The Bulgarian Revival is regarded here pri-
marily as a process of national formation and a bourgeois social transfor-
mation that had to join Bulgarian society to European bourgeois civiliza-
tion. But here again, according to Genchev, the results were partial and 
inconclusive: an underdeveloped bourgeois society emerged on the basis of a 
“dragging oriental capitalism”; the Bulgarian national question ended up in 
partial liberation that predetermined new and also unsuccessful attempts in 
the next period; and the spiritual union with European civilization through a 
national reworking of foreign values also remained perfunctory. 

To sum up, the Bulgarian Revival in the spiritual–cultural interpreta-
tion is a transition to Modernity, conceived as common for Europe but 
delayed in the Balkans. Because of this, the Revival fulfills the functions of 
a number of phenomena that inaugurated the advent of Modernity in the 
West.105 It has to substitute for a missing Modernity (or early Modernity) in 
Bulgarian history. Accordingly, it is filled with various contents—with most 
of what had happened in Western Europe in the previous epochs and while 
it lasted. The usual formula is that it followed the “common regularities” 
of the historical process, that is, of the European evolution, with some 
“specific peculiarities” (such as delay, partial character, specific contents, 
hybridization, etc.).106 Thus, apart from an epoch of national formation 
contemporaneous with the “Age of Nations” in the West, the Bulgarian 
Revival is (something of) a Renaissance, Enlightenment, and romanticism, 
and, in any case, it “recapitulates” these cultural epochs and makes up for 
them, acquiring a clearly compensatory character. One might add that 
“compensation” is a feature not only of the Revival, but also of historians 
who insist too much on the similarities with Western development. 

Applying an idea of literary scholar Aleksandŭr Kiossev, one may inter-
pret the insistent comparison with Western cultural epochs as a feature of 
“self-colonizing cultures” (or “cultures of absences”), which build up the 
Other, especially the admired West, into something Universal that stands 
for Humanity as such, and then measure themselves in relation to it. This 
also includes the “universalization” of time by the European “center” and 
the assumption of a unitary temporal axis of progress, with the various 
peoples imagined as racing along it (and some falling behind). The self-
inflicted trauma of self-colonizing cultures is that they always feel inferior, 
peripheral, secondary, not sufficiently civilized, and immature in respect to 
the Universal (model), that must remain always “the Other.”107 

One can cite in this context a recent vehement reaction on the part of 
the literary scholar Inna Peleva against the imposition of Central and West 
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European temporalizations and frameworks in making sense of Bulgarian 
literary development (and, by implication, history). The author rejects the 
positing of a unitary World Historical Time (of Western provenance), with 
its meanings and important turning points; the assumption of a “true” and 
“good” historical model with “presences” (that relegates all the rest to 
absences and deficits); the acceptance of a disciplining principle of self-
representation taken from the outside and of a norm of rationality, which 
forbids the beginning of the historical narrative “from another place.” The 
interesting thing is that, while reacting against the striving of the self-
colonizing cultures and their historiographies to prove, at any cost, 
“coincidences, contemporaneity, commonalities between local and univer-
sal” and their wish to be present “within the correct time network, made 
obligatory by the winning civilizational model” at the cost of “norma-
lizing” a peculiar native, she also criticizes the presenting of the native as 
radically heterogeneous and untranslatable into the paragon of others 
(especially if this is done with the goal of depreciating the native).108 In fact, 
she does not close the door on comparability but only on the kind of “bad” 
comparability that posits an obligatory paradigm that is traumatic for those 
different. 

Whatever their stand on the issue, the authors cited touch a very real 
problem, namely, that beyond the empirical contents, a comparison with 
the advanced West engages strong value attitudes. Both the wish to discover 
identity at any price and the insistence on total difference (“originality”) in 
comparing less successful histories with Western development may be 
symptoms of trauma. A self-colonizing inferiority complex in comparison 
with the Other Europe can perhaps be detected in some historical writings 
on the Bulgarian Revival. But comparing does not necessarily lead to com-
piling a list of absences, and it is possible to extract from it the sting of self-
underestimation, if not in technological and economic matters at least in a 
human and moral sense. Methodologically, this is achieved by renouncing 
unitary models and doing justice to the two compared entities, to similari-
ties as well as differences. Equally important is that one frees oneself psy-
chologically from the trap of self-colonization. Admittedly, this is easier 
said than done, and extra-scholarly circumstances play a role, too. 
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Modernity and Modernization 

The spiritual–cultural interpretation of the Revival is sometimes translated 
in terms of modernization—as a transformation from a traditional (peasant, 
“ethnographic,” “folklorist”) society into a modern (urban, bourgeois) one, 
with a corresponding transformation of the economy.109 It is well known 
that theories of modernization proliferated after World War II in the 
United States and were characterized initially by an optimistic view of the 
prospects for the development of the “developing” countries. “Moderniza-
tion,” conceived of either as primarily economic change or in the broadest 
sense as a change in every sphere, is the process pioneered by a group of 
West European countries in the last quarter of the eighteenth century with 
the industrial revolution in England and the French political revolution— 
the “dual revolution” as Eric Hobsbawm called it. The countries that man-
aged to effect the leap in their development outdistanced all others, which 
suddenly found themselves in a situation of “backwardness” and threat-
ened by “peripherization” under the pressure of an expanding mechanized 
production looking for markets. They made efforts to catch up with the 
more developed countries, but only some were successful.110 Skeptical 
authors (such as Andrew Janos) think that there were, in fact, two different 
processes at work: the ascendancy of a new material civilization in the 
West, and the efforts of the rest of the world to adapt to it, with dubious 
means and failing to achieve real progress (actually falling still further 
behind). From here, we move to the terrain of the very critical and skepti-
cal theories of underdevelopment and “world theories.”111 

The conceptualization of the Bulgarian Revival in terms of moderniza-
tion (or underdevelopment) in historical scholarship has as a precedent the 
notion of “Europeanization” among leading figures of the Revival itself, 
applied to designate the importation of European material goods (clothing, 
domestic utensils, furniture, etc.) and life-styles. The contemporary so-
called critique of the vogues attests to growing apprehensions about the 
economic effect of European imports on Bulgarian handicrafts, as well as 
the moral effects of deviating from the native traditions and harming a 
nascent national self-awareness. One can note the contradiction between 
experiencing the European expansion as a threat and the aspirations of a 
modernizing (and Europeanized) Bulgarian intelligentsia then and later.112 

Modernization has attracted the interest of the historical scholarship of 
the Revival. Nikolai Genchev, among others, describes vividly the chal-
lenges presented to the Balkans by a cosmopolitan and dynamic Western 
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capitalist civilization in the process of expanding its economy and spread-
ing its ideology to the whole world. The Bulgarians came under its impact 
at an early phase, under complicated geopolitical conditions at a geo-
graphical “crossroads” (where the conflicting interests of the European 
great powers perpetuated the “Eastern question”), and surrounded by the 
more evolved nationalism of neighboring Balkan peoples.113 The outcome 
of the Bulgarian Revival, according to the author, was a modernization of 
Bulgarian society and culture and an exit from the orbit of “the Orient” 
and from the Islamic (Ottoman) civilization in particular and the joining of 
the European bourgeois civilization (admittedly, the Ottoman Empire was 
also caught up in a process of “Europeanization”); however, modernization 
remained partial and inconclusive. 

A number of authors consider the particular instances of “Europeaniza-
tion” in the material sphere and urban life-styles during the Revival (e.g., 
the so-called “alafranga” vogue, i.e., in the French manner).114 The changes 
in mentalities and attitudes, as well as the new sociability and life-styles 
that came with the advance of urbanization, are described by the historian 
Rumyana Radkova.115 The new phenomena in everyday urban life, ar-
ranged according to the calendar of the year and the life-cycle of the indi-
vidual, form the subject matter of a very well documented recent book by 
Raina Gavrilova.116 It can be noted that the relatively narrow focus of histo-
rians on “Europeanization” in clothing, material conditions of life, and 
habits—a “symbolic modernization” so to say—corresponds to the fact that 
modernization here, as elsewhere, made its first inroads in the sphere of 
consumption and behavior. 

The economic aspect of modernization is treated separately under the 
label of Marxism in terms of a transition to capitalism. As will be seen, it is 
presented mostly in a progressist and optimistic perspective rather than 
from the perspective of underdevelopment. (Only in a few instances is the 
theory of colonialism evoked.) This is a contradiction with many pessimis-
tic voices regarding Bulgarian modernization heard in the period after 
independence and the establishment of the Bulgarian state. The Revival 
remains, in this respect, an ascending bright epoch immune to criticism, 
for reasons to be discussed later on. 
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Sofia, 1937, 38–41 (cit. on 38 and 39). 
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53 Dimitŭr Tsanev, “Proyavi,” 244; Tsanev, Bŭlgarskata istoricheska, 25. 
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ulgarskoto vŭzrazhdane, Vol. 1, 19–20, 32–35, 209; Vol. 2, 6. The main 

slant of the author in the second volume is to oppose, in a patriotic spirit, certain 
statements by the historians Nikolai Genchev and Toncho Zhechev to the effect that, 
with the Ottoman conquest, the Bulgarians left the orbit of European culture and that 
when eventually they looked to Europe again (during the national Revival), they mostly 
adapted and imitated. Konev argues that the Bulgarians did not stray that far from 
European civilization and that they preserved ties with Russia and Slavdom 
(something his opponents would hardly deny). See Konev, Bŭlgarskoto vŭzrazhdane. 
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92 Hristo Gandev, Ranno vŭzrazhdane, 93–131 (the chapter “The Reform movement”). 
93 Hristo Gandev, Ranno vŭzrazhdane, 106. 
94 Svetla Strashimirova, Bŭlgarinut pred praga, 96–105. 
95	 Iliya Todev, Novi ochertsi, 17–19; Todev, Kŭm drugo minalo, 15–16. 
96	 Georgi Gachev, Uskorenoto razvitie na kulturata. Sofia: Nauka i izkustvo, 1979. For 

theoretical elaborations and summaries see–29, 35, 40–44, 49–55, 58, 68–78, 87–89, 
121–122, 125, 129–130, 133–137, 146, 168–179, 220, 342–343, 353–372, 504, 507– 
508, 512–514. 



54	 THE MAKING OF A NATION IN THE BALKANS 

97	 The notion of the “contemporaneity of the non-contemporaneous” has been elabo-
rated by Marc Bloch and Reinhart Koselleck. See Reinhart Koselleck, “Moderne Soz-
ialgeschichte und historische Zeiten.” In Theorie der modernen Geschichtsschreibung, 
edited by Pietro Rossi, Frankfurt/Main, 1987, 173–190. 

98	 Gachev, Uskorenoto razvitie, 135, 220–221, 342–343. 
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In Kultura, tsŭrkva i revolyitsiya prez Vŭzrazhdaneto, edited by Krumka Sharova, 
Sofia, 1995, 40–46. In fact, this is anticipated in an earlier work, Genchev, “Pak po 
nyakoi vu ˘lgarskoto vu˘prosi ot istoriyata na bu ˘zrazhdane,” Istoriya i obshtestvoznanie. 
1985, no. 4, 13–22. 

105 On disputes on the chronology and the contents of Modernity (the Modern epoch) in 
Europe, see Reinhart Koselleck, “Das Achtzehnte Jahrhundert als Beginn der Neu-
zeit.” In Epochenschwelle und Epochenbewusstsein, edited by Reinart Herzog and Re-
inhart Koselleck. Munich: Wilhelm Fink Verlag, 1987, 269–282; Koselleck, “‘Neuzeit’: 
Remarks on the Semantics of the Modern Concepts of Movement.” In Koselleck,  Fu-
ture’s Past. On the Semantics of Historical Time. The MIT Press, Cambridge, Mass. and 
London, 1985, 231–266. Erich Hassinger, Das Werden des neuzeitlichen Europa. 
1300–1600. Braunschweig, 1959; Stephan Skalweit, Der Beginn der Neuzeit. Epochen-
grenze und Epochenbegriff. Darmstadt, 1982. The traditional dating of the beginning 
of Modernity is around 1500 (the Renaissance being considered as a “bridge” to it), 
but there are arguments for ca. 1800. The economic spring of the West took place with 
the spread of the results of the agrarian revolution and of the industrial revolution (ca. 
1780–1820). 

106 For an example of such a compensating overloading of the Bulgarian Revival, see 
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CHAPTER TWO 

Meanings of the Revival II: Economic and Social 

The economic (cum social) dimension is present in explanations of the 
Bulgarian Revival by “bourgeois” authors of the “old school.” There, it is 
accorded the role of a “precondition” or “factor” for spiritual–national 
revival but not regarded as the phenomenon itself.1 

An influential early work by the socialist Krŭstyu Rakovski (published in 
1910) deserves special mention. The author, nephew of the great national 
revolutionary Georgi Rakovski, points to the economic upsurge during the 
first half of the nineteenth century and the formation of a strong and self-
reliant “urban class” of artisans, small shopkeepers and traders, as a major 
condition and factor of the Bulgarian Revival. He pays special attention to 
the role of the beglikchii (collectors of the tax on sheep—beglik—and traders 
in sheep) as “first representatives of young Bulgarian capitalism.” It was 
the urban (bourgeois) class, with its newly acquired self-confidence, that 
became a supporter and promoter of the national idea, and thus of the 
revival. Krŭstyu Rakovski reveals a causal link between the introduction of 
a regular army in Turkey and an upsurge in a number of Bulgarian urban 
crafts and domestic industries engaged in supplying it (especially with 
woollen cloth [aba] and decorative braid [gaitan], as well as the importance 
of the opening up of trade along the Danube and on the Black Sea follow-
ing the peace treaty of Edirne (1829).2 

A few “bourgeois” economic historians spoke of the emergence of capi-
talism during the Revival, especially in wool manufacturing. Dimitŭr 
Mishaikov applied Werner Sombart’s definition of capitalist cottage 
(domestic) industries as different from urban crafts to describe Bulgarian 
wool production. It was based on the dominant role of a capitalist entre-
preneur linked with the market, and laborers working at home for low 
payment, ensuring the low cost of the product.3 In his “Bulgarian economic 
history,” published in German in 1928, Ivan Sakŭzov speaks of the devel-
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opment in the 1860s of “factory-like production with clearly manifest capi-
talist elements” in the manufacturing of woolen textiles along with domes-
tic manufacturing, that is, as entrepreneur-capitalists, merchants or factory 
owners provided hundreds and thousands of workers with factory wool to 
work for them at home.4 This is known as the putting-out system. 

However, the “bourgeois” economists were not inclined to exaggerate 
the development of capitalism during the Revival, still less to make it into a 
defining feature of the epoch. Characteristic in this respect is the opinion 
of the authoritative economist and economic historian Stoyan Bochev 
(admittedly with a more advanced concept of capitalism in mind): 

“Thus there began and developed an accumulation of capital in the 
hands of Bulgarians, on Bulgarian soil, starting from stock raising, trade, 
and crafts. But the existence of capital by itself does not mean capitalism. 
There is no capitalism whatsoever, especially when the labor of the owner— 
and what labor at that!—accompanies the capital and we are still within a 
very primitive economy, though in the phase of money exchange. This 
accumulation of capital, painful and slow, gives only the beginnings of 
economic life, and one can hardly speak of a ‘big bourgeoisie’ then, as 
some have remarked.”5 

The Transition from Feudalism to Capitalism 

The economic development (and the accompanying social transformation) 
were elaborated by Marxist authors into the central meaning and basic 
content of the Bulgarian Revival. The latter is fitted into the Marxist 
scheme of successive stages of development with corresponding dominant 
classes. The Revival then appears as a period of transition from feudalism 
to capitalism, the social (class) corollary of which is the transition toward a 
bourgeois society. This is imagined as a revolutionary transition—an anti-
feudal, bourgeois-democratic revolution. But the extreme version of this 
interpretation prevailed later. 

The founder of “scientific socialism” in Bulgaria, Dimitŭr Blagoev, who 
grew up before the liberation, was nearer to the realities of the Revival 
period. He was still under the impact of the great national upsurge when 
characterizing (in 1906) the Revival as a national movement led by the new 
class that rose on the wave of the economic development after the 1820s 
(i.e., after the anarchic “Time of Troubles” in the Ottoman Balkans came 
to an end). The preconditions were created by the rise in upland Bulgarian 
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towns of industries (meant in the older and more general sense of urban 
crafts) and lively market exchange. In the meantime, the feudal sipahi fiefs 
in the villages were being undermined and replaced with chifliks (big 
commercial estates), and the “serfdom” of the peasant masses was declin-
ing. The peasant uprisings from the first half of the nineteenth century 
were unsuccessful, but the “peaceful urban revolution,” that is, the setting 
up of schools, the printing of books, and the uplifting of the national spirit 
through these means, was heading toward success. The church struggles 
were fought for the recognition of the Bulgarian nation and they were led 
by the commercial-industrial (bourgeois) class, which rallied the entire 
nation.6 As can be seen, Blagoev presented the Revival in primarily na-
tional terms, although he also stressed the social aspect—the national 
movement as a kind of social revolution effected by the rising bourgeois 
class. On the other hand, as later research would show, he was mistaken 
about the “serfdom” of the peasants and exaggerated the significance of 
the chifliks. 

The Marxist theses about the Revival were first formulated in the 1930s, 
mostly by the Communist Party intellectual Georgi Bakalov and the eco-
nomic historian Zhak Natan in polemics with right-wing nationalist 
authors. Their hardening occurred under Communist rule in its early Sta-
linist phase. Political leaders in the highest positions, such as Vŭlko Cher-
venkov, head of the Communist Party and of the state; and Vasil Kolarov, 
president of the National Assembly and deputy premier, etc. were then 
giving instructions as to how to interpret the past. A rewriting of Bulgarian 
history was undertaken under the direction of Todor Pavlov, a Moscow-
trained philosopher and president of the Bulgarian Academy of Sciences 
(1947–1961), acting as the leading party ideologue, which resulted in an 
“academic” two-volume history of Bulgaria (1954). At the same time, a 
purge of the “historical front” of “bourgeois” historians, and the 
“realignment” of the remaining ones toward crude Marxist postulates and 
methodologies was taking place.7 

The works of the economic historian Zhak Natan, who wrote both be-
fore and under Communist rule, give an idea of how the economic factor 
grew in importance. In one of his earlier works (published in 1938) he 
treated the Bulgarian Revival in a primarily national sense—as a restoration 
of the Bulgarian historical process that was interrupted by Ottoman domi-
nation; the formation of the traits of the nation; as well as emancipation 
from Greek cultural influence. The economic process of “transition from 
the old feudal patriarchal relations to the new commodity relations” is 
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presented as one factor in the shaping of the Bulgarian nation—the main 
one to be sure—while capitalism is not particularly emphasized.8 

The economic meaning comes forward strongly in another book by the 
same author (revised edition, 1949), although the struggle for national 
independence receives some recognition, too, as a “form” of an otherwise 
socioeconomic “content.” To cite a characteristic passage: 

“One should understand as Bulgarian renaissance the process of social-
economic transformation that took place in the country around the end of 
the nineteenth century and had as its content the struggle for the libera-
tion of the country from the fetters of Turkish feudalism, and as its form 
the struggle for the national, cultural, etc. liberation of the Bulgarian peo-
ple suffering under the yoke of the Turkish sultans, pashas, and beys, as 
well as under the spiritual yoke of the Greek priests.”9 

Passages such as this one coexist with statements (in the same book) 
about the primarily national sense of the Revival, attesting to the difficul-
ties of the reorientation.10 It came easier to people just emerging in the 
historical field, equipped with Marxist (i.e., mostly Stalinist) doctrine. In-
strumental in imposing the social (class) over the national meaning at the 
end of the 1940s and the beginning of the 1950s was Dimitŭr Kosev, who 
was later to become the “doyen” of Bulgarian historians (head of the aca-
demic Institute of History between 1950 and 1963; rector of Sofia Univer-
sity from 1962 to 1968, etc.). In a programmatic paper he attacked 
“idealist historians” for not taking into account “the basic socioeconomic 
process that makes up the essence of the Revival, and of which all other 
manifestations—such as the idea of an independent church, the national 
idea, etc.—are but a result and an external form.”11 He then proceeds to 
derive the nation directly from the economy by affirming that the devel-
opment of the commodity-money economy and the disintegration of feudal 
relations “led inevitably to the formation of the Bulgarian nation.” 

The economic interpretation of the Revival is coupled with a social one 
signaled by class struggles and a social (bourgeois) revolution. Georgi Baka-
lov was the first to develop polemically, in the 1930s, the thesis that the 
national struggles were but a veil for the social conflict between different 
classes and ideologies. To cite him: 

“The activists of the Revival do not present a monumental wall against 
foreign domination, unified and inspired by the same ideal of national 
independence as they are presented by the bourgeoisie now. On the con-
trary, they embody the clash between different class ideologies, whose dif-
ference is blurred by the national veil. Concealed behind their struggle 
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against either the patriarchy or the rule of the Sultan are real class inter-
ests under a national mantel.”12 

In the same vein, but already during the Communist regime, Dimitŭr 
Kosev accused the “bourgeois scholars” of seeing only the national idea in 
the Revival, which, according to them, united the rich and the poor, the 
learned and the uneducated in the struggle for national independence. 
Even if acknowledging class contradictions, they did not use them to ex-
plain the national-liberation movement: 

“Blinded by their bourgeois-idealistic views, the bourgeois historians did 
not see that the ‘national idea’ itself is nothing but a result and a manifes-
tation of the class struggle of the Bulgarian bourgeoisie against the Greek 
bourgeoisie for the internal market, and of the class struggle of the petite 
bourgeoisie and the peasant masses against the Turkish exploiters—pashas, 
beys, and their plunderous rule.”13 

The national character of the revolutionary movement is explained by 
the author by the fact that the dominant class belonged to another nation-
ality; it is, so to say, of secondary importance. (Kosev follows in the steps of 
Bakalov with this argument.) Proof of the primarily class character is 
found in the fact that Levski, Botev, and the other revolutionaries fought 
against the “exploitative class” of Turkish pashas, beys, and Bulgarian 
chorbadzhii, but not against the Turkish “people.” 

The social (and class) differentiation of the societies being a fundamen-
tal social fact (like the divisions according to sex, race, ethnicity, etc.), one 
cannot object in advance to seeing the Revival in primarily class terms. The 
fact of foreign domination itself can be treated, as Marxist authors treat it, 
as the occupation of a dominant “class” position by (part of) the Turks. 
Hence the purely theoretical affirmation of the priority of “class” in the 
above statement is not wrong, simply a priori and empty (as would be the 
opposite affirmation of the priority of a common national interest). Both 
have a sense only as hypotheses to be tested. The main issue is how relevant 
the class factor will prove in explaining the social and political processes of 
the Bulgarian Revival—for example, the importance of class descent and 
class status in accounting for the views and actions of the national activists 
(and how “class” interacted with other factors and motivations), the role of 
class struggles in public life, etc. The class analysis can be applied in a 
crude manner, caricatured, or treated in a more sophisticated way. This 
would form the core of many controversies and revisions. 

Once interpreted in an economic–social sense, the Revival had to be ac-
commodated into the materialist historical scheme, with its claims of 
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global validity. According to this scheme (worked out on the instructions of 
Stalin and Zhdanov for the Russian textbook of modern history in particu-
lar), modern history begins with a revolutionary transition from feudalism 
to capitalism in the advanced states, dating from the French bourgeois 
revolution of 1789–1794. The modern development of dependent and co-
lonial states is marked by the unfolding of bourgeois–democratic revolu-
tions, which are simultaneously national-liberation movements.14 The Bul-
garian Revival presented historians with the question of its relation to 
“modern history,” marked by the capitalist transition. To settle this ques-
tion, a “discussion” on the periodization of Bulgarian history was organ-
ized by the Bulgarian Academy of Sciences in 1950/51.15 

Several major standpoints were elaborated. Zhak Natan placed the be-
ginnings of capitalism in the Bulgarian lands at the end of the eighteenth 
century and the beginning of the nineteenth century, characterizing it as 
primarily commercial capitalism with some manufacturing by outworkers. 
According to him, the advance of capitalism is not equivalent to the victory 
of the capitalist formation, especially as the land was owned by Turkish 
feudal lords, there existed feudal obligations, and the political superstruc-
ture—the state—was also feudal. Natan dates modern Bulgarian history 
from the liberation, which destroyed Ottoman feudalism and thus per-
formed the role of a bourgeois–democratic revolution. But even the libera-
tion opened up no more than the possibility for free capitalist develop-
ment. There followed a period of “primitive accumulation of capital,” 
while capitalist development accelerated only at the beginning of the twen-
tieth century up until the Balkan wars (after the wars came the beginning 
of its “monopolistic stage”).16 In the discussion, Zhak Natan actually reit-
erated his previously expressed opinion that until the liberation only the 
“contours” of capitalism were outlined, so that the Bulgarian Revival is 
actually part of feudalism and presents the “ending of the Middle Ages, 
which stayed late in our lands”—or, to be more precise, it is a period of the 
decay of feudalism. Still, Natan suggested that the lecture course in mod-
ern Bulgarian history should nevertheless begin with a short review of the 
Revival “as a link between the epoch of the decay of feudalism and the 
epoch of the victory of capitalism,” as well as a period of “bourgeois-
democratic revolution” and the “preparation of the conditions for the vic-
tory of capitalism.”17 

According to the view elaborated by Dimitŭr Kosev, modern Bulgarian 
history should comprise the entire process of the development of the bour-
geois–capitalist formation, from the inception of capitalist relations in the 
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second half of the eighteenth century until the establishment of socialism 
in 1944. Otherwise, it would turn out that Bulgarian society, until its lib-
eration in 1877/8, was feudal, which he obviously thinks to be wrong. 
Kosev then indicates two sub-periods within modern Bulgarian history: the 
Revival, described as the period of the decay of Ottoman feudalism and the 
initial development of capitalist relations (plus the preparation for, and 
carrying out of, the bourgeois–democratic revolution that destroyed the 
Turkish feudal system in 1877/8), followed by a period of the further 
growth and then decay of capitalism from the liberation to 1944. According 
to the author, capitalism in the form of factory industry affirmed itself as a 
dominant system in Bulgaria at the beginning of the twentieth century and 
was making progress until World War I; after which it entered a period of 
crisis (as part of the “global crisis” of capitalism after the October Revolu-
tion).18 Kosev reacts against the view that capitalism was already victorious 
during the Revival (ascribed to him by his opponents). He subscribes to the 
view that there were only the beginnings of capitalist relations prior to the 
Bulgarian liberation, and that they were developing within the framework 
of the still dominant, though deeply eroded, Turkish feudal system.19 This 
view was endorsed by Ivan Snegarov, who also dated the beginning of mod-
ern Bulgarian history toward the end of the eighteenth century, again not 
with the victory of capitalism but with its appearance, and who argued by 
bringing the contrary view—of belated feudalism—ad absurdum (in which 
case it would turn out that the Middle Ages in Macedonia had lasted until 
1913, and that as a native of Macedonia he himself had lived under feudal 
conditions).20 

There is, finally, the opinion of Hristo Gandev, to the effect that the 
bourgeois-capitalist order was victorious even before the liberation, but 
primarily in the form of the expansion of European capitalism and its 
semi-colonial exploitation of the Ottoman Empire, especially since the 
1830s and 1840s. Bulgarian capitalism and the Bulgarian bourgeoisie are 
ascribed a mediating “comprador” role, as in colonial dependent states. 
Modern times for the Bulgarians thus began during the Revival. The lib-
eration in 1877/8 completed an already unfolding bourgeois–democratic 
revolution by achieving political independence and the total destruction of 
the feudal order, and by opening the way to capitalist development.21 Char-
acteristic of Gandev’s position is not only the idea of dependent capitalist 
development but also, and flowing from it, the idea that only the last part 
of the Revival can be counted as “modern times.” 

What makes this discussion quite interesting is the a priori nature of the 
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assumptions, which engenders a number of problems. The scheme requires 
that modernity and “modern history” respectively begin with the triumph 
of the bourgeoisie and of capitalism (dated in Europe from the French 
Revolution), though some latitude of “underdevelopment” is allowed for 
dependent and colonial peoples that also have to throw off the yoke of 
foreign rule (by way of a bourgeois–democratic revolution). The basic prob-
lem is how to define the Revival as belonging to modernity (which is the 
intuitive feeling of all participants), and how to include it in modern his-
tory, given these assumptions and the required development of capitalism 
in particular (instead of just world-view changes, or the formation of the 
nation). To speak of a “victory” of the capitalist formation during the Re-
vival would not only be patently wrong but would make unnecessary the 
liberation from Turkish rule, which, in this case, would be sufficiently 
“progressive.” On the other hand, the participants in the discussion clearly 
think of the Revival as the beginning of Bulgarian modern times, as they 
all recognize the considerable changes it brought about. Hence their sug-
gestions may be understood as a search for a way out of the dogmatic di-
lemma: the Revival as part of modern history (which, in the scheme, re-
quires developed capitalism and a developed bourgeoisie) but without pre-
suming the triumph of capitalist relations. Moreover, the dilemma is aggra-
vated by the need to present conditions under Turkish rule as extremely 
backward and “feudal” (so that a liberation would be justified in economic 
terms as well). 

Dimitŭr Kosev’s suggestion pushes back the inception of the “bour-
geois–capitalist formation” as a whole to the Revival (which thus becomes 
part of “modern history”), but this risks being understood as an early 
“victory of capitalism” because of the lack of a clear-cut line between the 
appearance and dominance of capitalist relations. A direct statement to the 
effect that capitalism had triumphed before the liberation (as proposed by 
Gandev) would not do, not only because it is in contradiction with the facts 
but also because it makes liberation (from feudalism) hardly necessary, 
while the reservation that this was an external, colonial capitalism creates a 
problem for the internal Bulgarian “bourgeois revolution.” The best way 
out proves to be the assumption of a long period of transition—which saw 
the decay of feudalism and the gestation of capitalism simultaneously, 
neither pure feudalism nor a triumph of capitalism, but the preparation of 
conditions for it. Accordingly, the Revival becomes a somewhat ambiguous 
“introductory” chapter to the modern history of Bulgaria. This is Zhak 
Natan’s standpoint, which asserted itself in subsequent Marxist historiog-
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raphy (corrected by playing down feudalism before the liberation). Hence 
the formula that the liberation played the role of a bourgeois revolution 
and cleared the way for capitalist relations, which were already making 
progress during the Revival (together with the bourgeois revolution). Thus 
it was only the tacit change of the initial assumption (capitalism in full 
sway) that allowed the assertion of the Revival as the advent of Bulgarian 
Modernity. 

Regarding capitalism, the more doctrinal Marxist historians had neces-
sarily to be very ambiguous and to play a “double game.” As we have 
pointed out, capitalism could not be said to have triumphed before the 
liberation, otherwise no bourgeois revolution and no liberation would have 
been needed. However, it did need to be well advanced, because it is on 
capitalism that the entire Marxist interpretation is premised—otherwise the 
transition to a capitalist formation becomes problematic however far it is 
stretched, and the bourgeois revolution hangs in the air. Moreover, the 
Marxist relationship between basis and superstructure makes economic 
development absolutely necessary as an explanation of world-view and ideo-
logical changes, the formation of national consciousness included (at least 
in a dogmatic reading). Several strategies for the “justification of capital-
ism”—that is, showing that it was considerable, though not strong enough 
to triumph—have been employed in dealing with this problem. 

A first approach is exploiting all the potential from the condition of 
“transition.” The Revival is regarded as a period of the “decay of feudal-
ism” and a prelude to capitalism, a “preparation of the preconditions” for 
the victory of capitalism; the new forces of capitalism evolved long before 
its “full victory” while still in the womb of the feudal society.22 Sometimes 
even future capitalism or capitalism “in projection” is evoked to make up 
for a deficit in capitalism at an earlier stage of affairs.23 

A second strategy is to exaggerate the significance of the putting-out sys-
tem and the factory industry, or to speak of capitalism in a very general 
and indiscriminate manner that includes usury, tax farming, and other pre-
modern forms.24 Sometimes the very economic upsurge and “commodity-
money” (i.e., market) relations or the “accumulation of capital” are identi-
fied as capitalism. The widening of the idea of capitalism can be seen in 
the following contradictory statement (from Zhak Natan): 

“That is why it is usually said that Bulgaria in this period was suffering 
not only from the push of the new, which was being born slowly but surely, 
but was also suffering from the insufficient development of the new, from 
its slow pace. For that reason, even commercial capitalism was not able to 
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impose itself in Bulgaria during this period as a complete system. But this 
does not provide the least ground for affirming that there was no develop-
ment of capitalism and no capitalism during that period in Bulgaria. With-
out this impetuous development of capital in its pre-capitalist form, in the 
form of commercial–usurious capital, all the impressive events that took 
place in the country during this period of economic development in Bul-
garia would remain unexplained.”25 

The last sentence, in particular, performs a trick by inverting logic: in-
stead of explaining political events by the ascent of capitalism (as required 
by the doctrine), it derives capitalism from them. Since there was a 
“revolution,” there must have been capitalism.26 

Finally, there is the common idea that capitalism made its way slowly 
and painfully because the “feudal ways” of the Ottoman Empire obstructed 
it (as did legal insecurity and administrative arbitrariness). In this case, the 
“feudal obstacles” are evoked to explain why capitalism did not manifest 
itself more strongly.27 Without denying the huge impediments to the devel-
opment of modern capitalism in the Ottoman Empire, especially physical 
and legal insecurity, corruption, etc., the picture of modern capitalism 
heroically trying to assert itself while being handicapped by backward con-
ditions is hardly accurate. Hristo Gandev’s reconstruction of the strong 
involvement of Bulgarian capital with Greek, Turkish, and Western part-
ners, and its strong reliance on precisely the conditions that existed in the 
Ottoman Empire (even being “parasitic” on them), seems much more real-
istic.28 The dominant pre-modern forms of capitalism especially, such as 
usury and tax farming, are difficult to imagine under other conditions; the 
role of state deliveries to the Ottoman army and court has also been 
stressed. Let us now consider in more detail the way capitalism and feudal-
ism, that is, the point of arrival and the point of departure in the transi-
tion, are presented in historical scholarship. 

Capitalism during the Revival 

One of the first Marxist authors eventually to clear up some misconcep-
tions about capitalism was Zhak Natan. As he pointed out, not every accu-
mulation of money leads to capitalism (but only when it functions as capi-
tal); commodity production for the market is not in itself equivalent to 
capitalism (but only a condition for it); although commercial and usurious 
capital play a role in the ruining of small producers, this does not necessar-
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ily lead to capitalism; and, finally, industrial capitalism in Bulgaria devel-
oped in the form of manufacturing using the putting-out system, which 
gave the domestic industry it employed a capitalist outlook.29 

A description of Bulgarian capitalism using the concept of “Oriental-
ism,” and an explanation of “underdevelopment” in terms of an “Asiatic 
mode of production,” is provided by Nikolai Genchev. The emphasis is on 
the slowness of the capitalist transformation and the lack of dynamics in a 
backward “Oriental–Asiatic” empire; the hybridization of economic forms 
and social types that created some intermediate and mixed, rather than 
“pure,” forms (e.g., the chiflik, social groups such as the chorbadzhii, etc.); 
and the resulting “immaturity” of the bourgeois class in composition and 
behavior. In Genchev’s view, Bulgarian capitalism bore the deep imprint of 
the Oriental system, within which it existed.30 

As already mentioned, Hristo Gandev offers a description of the Bulgar-
ian capitalism of the last part of the Revival in terms of semi-colonialism 
and dependence. He dates Bulgarian capitalism from the penetration of 
the big capitalist states into the Ottoman Empire and the semi-colonial 
exploitation of the empire in the 1830s and 1840s, predated by the exis-
tence of crafts for local needs, commodity–money relations, and primitive 
technology. The author describes the emergent Bulgarian capitalism as 
based on brokering activities, involving acting as commissioner for some-
body else, or buying and selling at one’s own risk; the Bulgarian bourgeoi-
sie is accordingly described as a “comprador” bourgeoisie, engaged in im-
port–export trade and dependent on foreign capital and foreign compa-
nies. The Bulgarian bourgeoisie was also taking advantage of the “feudal 
remnants” for its enrichment, for example, tax farming, usury, currency 
exchange, bidding in public auctions, etc. Things did not change substan-
tially after the liberation: Bulgaria soon became dependent on Western 
imperialist states while the now dominant bourgeoisie was too weak and 
continued its mediating role in trade, supplemented by state deliveries and 
the undertaking of construction works.31 

Presenting Bulgarian development during the Revival in terms of theo-
ries of imperialism and colonialism (or the later “world system” theories 
and “peripheral capitalism”) is an exception among the generally progres-
sist and optimistic Bulgarian Marxist historians. It is also somewhat exag-
gerated. Attempts to apply the concept of “dependent development” and 
“world system” theories to the Balkans, that is, the attribution of slow de-
velopment to Western “semi-colonial” exploitation, have been rejected re-
cently by the Western economic historians John Lampe and Michael 
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Palairet, on the grounds of the weakness of Western commercial penetra-
tion (even after the setting up of post-Ottoman independent states).32 On 
the other hand, there is no doubt that the Western powers extracted exorbi-
tant profits from the bankrupt empire through such instruments as the 
capitulations (i.e., trade and customs agreements, ex-territorial rights and 
exemptions), and the management of the Ottoman debts. Still, the question 
of the causes of “underdevelopment” remains far too complex to permit 
simple solutions as regards the relative weight of internal and external 
factors of development, and one has to differentiate further between falling 
behind as the result of an external force holding back progress, or simply 
becoming aware of other states speeding up ahead. 

The issue of Bulgarian capitalism is more fruitfully approached by way 
of empirical studies. A good example is Hristo Gandev’s research on par-
ticular cases of Bulgarian putting-out textile enterprises from the 1860s 
and the 1870s, based mostly in Istanbul and Gabrovo (and some in Kazan-
lŭk, Karlovo, and Sopot). The author clarifies such questions as the profits 
and expansion of these enterprises, the use of wage labor, as well as the 
connection with the development of factories in the same localities after 
the liberation, that is, the continuity of capitalist development.33 The study 
is also noteworthy for its theoretical discussion of the notion of capitalism, 
in which it is pointed out (with reference to Marx) that the application of 
wage labor, a certain size of enterprise, an orientation toward profit, etc., 
are enough for capitalism to exist even before mechanized factory produc-
tion. 

An interesting idea first developed by Stefan Tsonev, and subsequently 
by Nikolai Todorov (both of them economic historians), is that the emerg-
ing Bulgarian capitalism actually concealed itself under the guise of the 
guilds (esnaf) in order to take advantage of their traditional status and of 
the protection they enjoyed in the Ottoman Empire. The guilds were pro-
foundly transformed in the process. The estate-like regulations against 
competition were weakened; commercial capital entered into the marketing 
of their produce and as buyer of the labor of the craftsmen; big commer-
cial–industrial companies had direct membership in the guilds, etc. Thus 
instead of functioning to prevent master-craftsmen from becoming capital-
ists, the guilds actually became a protective roof for capitalists, who formed 
a sort of “bourgeois elite” within them; moreover, some guilds existed in 
the framework of bigger capitalist enterprises. The preference among big 
capitalists to stay within the guild system is explained (by Nikolai Todorov) 
with reference to the overall insecurity and deficit of legality; for the same 
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reasons, they preferred the lower, decentralized forms of capitalist enter-
prise (putting-out enterprises, and the employment of the labor of wage 
workers, journeymen, and master-artisans) and the merging of commercial 
and production capital instead of setting up centralized factories; again for 
the same reason (and to reduce risks), investments in production were 
combined with investments in various other activities (trade, real estate, 
etc.), and capitalists were ready to take those investments out of produc-
tion, or even out of the country, at short notice.34 

It proved especially difficult to identify capitalist forms in agriculture. 
The only candidate in this sphere is the chiflik, that is, the big estates in 
the late empire, mainly in the hands of rich Turks, which were operated by 
various arrangements—corvée labor, sharecropping (called kesim or is-
politsa), that is, the renting of land in return for part of the produce, and 
wage labor (permanent or seasonal). The grounds for treating the chiflik as 
at least partially capitalist are the commodity character of the production 
(for the market) and the partial employment of wage labor; conversely, they 
are characterized as “semi-feudal” by the partial use of corvée and share-
cropping, and most generally by the fact that they presumably emerged 
from the disintegration of the sipahi “feudal” fief.35 

Typical of (vulgar) Marxist historical scholarship is an inclination to pre-
sent the development in clear-cut stages. In the case of agriculture, there 
was a transition from the sipahi fief system to (semi-feudal, semi-capitalist) 
chifliks, accompanied by a loss of land on the part of the peasants and 
their liberation from dependency (“serfdom”) to the sipahi feudal lords. 
This scheme was briefly indicated by Blagoev and further elaborated by 
Zhak Natan, Hristo Hristov, and some Russian authors.36 Thus Hristo Hris-
tov (eventually awarded the highest title of “academician”) depicted the 
development schematically as a transition from a “natural” type economy 
through “simple commodity” to “capitalist commodity” production, in 
which the chifliks are the intermediary phase. One work by the Russian 
historian Vasilii Konobeev presents an assortment of all the dogmatic ideas 
from the earlier period: natural type economy during “classic” Ottoman 
feudalism; the creation of chifliks on a mass scale at the end of the eight-
eenth and beginning of the nineteenth centuries; a general transition from 
the “feudal” sipahi fief to chifliks and a concomitant loss of land for the 
majority of the (Bulgarian) peasants; peasant struggles for land and free-
hold peasant property, etc.37 

Accounts of the processes in agriculture became more adequate and re-
alistic in the course of time. The scheme was subjected to criticism (Hristo 
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Gandev in 1954, Strashimir Dimitrov and Dimitŭr Kosev in 1954, Nikolai 
Todorov in 1961, etc.) as regards both the scope and the significance of the 
chifliks and the thesis of the loss of land by the peasants.38 Research 
showed that the chifliks had a rather limited extent (in certain regions and 
ca. 10% of the land), that they were rather “mixed” phenomena, and that 
the trend (asserted by the Ottoman land reform in the 1830s) pointed to-
ward free peasant smallholder property. 

A detailed empirical and analytical study by Gandev of the chiflik estates 
in northwestern Bulgaria provides a good example of this type of work. A 
complex and nuanced picture is created based on the available documents. 
It begins with a consideration of the ways and methods of establishing 
chifliks, which were various but rarely encroached upon sipahi lands 
(contrary to the thesis of a general transition from sipahi fief to chiflik). 
Gandev further discusses the type of ownership of the land—in practice 
private, essentially like “bourgeois” land property; then the working of the 
land—characterized as capitalist, with extensive use of wage labor; the mar-
keting of the produce—commodified and market-oriented (traded on the 
markets of the towns on the Danube). The author differentiates the chifliks 
with which he is dealing from other types of private estate such as the go-
spodarlŭk, which were cultivated in a “feudal” manner, that is, divided into 
parts and rented to sharecroppers. He also looks for parallels elsewhere 
(in Serbia, around the town of Russe, and around Sofia), but does not 
find chifliks of the same type and scope there. The implicit inference is 
that the specific conditions of the weakening of central control in the 
northwestern Bulgarian lands during the eighteenth century (under the 
local governor Osman Pazvantooglu), as well as the opportunity for market-
ing the produce in the Danube ports, encouraged the creation of chifliks 
there (rather than circumstances of a more general scope or some histori-
cal “regularity”). 

Gandev reveals the chifliks as an economically dual phenomenon. While 
the Ottoman treasury remained supreme owner of the land and took from 
the owner of the chiflik a “feudal rent” in money or in kind, there was in 
practice “bourgeois” private property “from below,” a capitalist mode of 
production, and a capitalist rent. Such a duality is interpreted by the 
author as an expression of the growth of capitalist relations within the 
bosom of the “feudal order.” It is to be noted that even general and impre-
cise notions such as Ottoman “feudalism” become less misleading, and 
even useful, when employed in empirical descriptions and specified in such 
a way.39 
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The contribution of the historian Strashimir Dimitrov in clarifying 
agrarian relations and the chifliks in particular deserves a mention. He 
demonstrated their limited scope and extent (284 chifliks in the Bulgarian 
lands on the eve of the liberation) and described some ways of creating 
chifliks (by the seizure of land for debts, the occupation of state and com-
munal lands, or of waste lands, etc.), and their mixed (semi-capitalist, semi-
serfdom) character. In discussing the use of labor force and methods of 
cultivation the author distinguishes “progressive” elements (wage labor) 
from “intermediate” semi-capitalist elements (sharecropping in the form of 
renting land additional to one’s own—ispolitsa) and “regressive” elements 
(sharecropping combined with corvée—kesim, a remnant of “serfdom”). He 
also differentiates between types of chiflik depending on the labor used, 
and points out that the regressive types were restricted to poor mountain-
ous places (especially in the Kyustendil region), while the more progressive 
types in the plains were growing in number. This, according to him, proves 
that feudal-serfdom relations were being pushed out of the chiflik econ-
omy, which was developing along a capitalist path.40 

The question then arises as to whether the destruction of such capitalist 
chifliks after the liberation can be considered “progressive,” as required by 
the thesis that presents the liberation as a revolutionary agrarian overturn 
(which did away with feudal relations). To preserve this thesis, Strashimir 
Dimitrov feels obliged to note, not quite convincingly, that the most back-
ward chifliks and the generally slow and painful (in Lenin’s terminology— 
”Prussian”) way of development of capitalism in agriculture were destroyed 
so as to clear the way for a faster capitalist development.41 He chooses an 
appropriate place to stop, because the subsequent strengthening of the 
smallholder and largely self-subsistent peasant economy actually refutes him. 

With post-Communist revisionist ardor, the historian Konstantin Kosev 
recently made the chifliks go all the way to capitalism by defining them as 
“structures of a farm type,” that is, as modern capitalist enterprises.42 This, 
of course, makes a bourgeois revolution in agriculture unnecessary, but the 
implication is not spelled out by the author. 

As we have seen, the notion of capitalism is central to the economic his-
tory of the Revival as written by Marxist historians (though not for the 
earlier “bourgeois” economists). Various economic forms are screened for 
capitalist elements (and for the residue of “feudal” elements). This is so 
because capitalism is conceived of not just as a certain way of organizing 
production and exchange, but as a higher social formation, a higher rung 
in the progress of society. 
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Some foreign economic historians of the Balkans (John Lampe, and re-
cently Michael Palairet) avoid the term “capitalism” and prefer to describe 
the Bulgarian economy of the late Revival period in terms of the theory of 
proto-industrial development (as evolved by Franklin Mendels, Sidney Pol-
lard, and others). From this point of view, the proto-industries present a 
critical step toward modern factory production, though they do not neces-
sarily lead to it. For proto-industries to develop and to become eventually a 
point of departure toward real machine and factory industrialization, the 
following are required: traditionally organized but market-oriented cottage 
industries; traders–entrepreneurs as organizers of production; regional 
specialization and work for external—regional or distant—markets; the par-
allel development of (and symbiosis with) commercialized, market-oriented 
agriculture in the same region; fast population growth, etc. This was the 
case with the specialized craft-shop industries that developed in the purely 
Bulgarian upland towns, oriented toward distant markets. In his empiri-
cally well-substantiated work, Palairet in particular traces the beginnings of 
the mechanized factory production of woollen textiles to the 1870s and 
rejects the common idea of a decline in Bulgarian proto-industries after the 
Crimean War (1853–1856).43 According to this boldly revisionist author, it 
was actually after the liberation that a “de-industrialization” and dispersal 
of a large part of the Bulgarian proto-industries occurred (accompanied by 
“regression” to peasant smallholder agriculture and largely subsistent 
farming), though not without leaving a residue of factory production.44 

The theory of proto-industrialization was recently introduced in Bulgar-
ian historical scholarship by Svetla Yaneva, together with an attempt to 
apply it to some industries during the Revival. The author reviews a num-
ber of Bulgarian studies on craft and domestic industries (many of them by 
older “bourgeois” authors), which keep close to the realities on the ground, 
and, in fact, contain many of the elements and intuitions of the proto-
industrial theory. Interesting in the present context is the implicit criticism 
by the author of the idea of the inevitability of capitalist development, in 
tune with the proto-industrial theory as well as the explicit critique of the 
Marxist interpretation in terms of a (grand and overall) transition from 
feudalism to capitalism. The conclusion of the author (more optimistic 
than Palairet) is that though the long-term prospects of these industries 
varied, they “prepared in a number of important aspects the further indus-
trial development.”45 

All in all, the proto-industrialization theory seems to offer an alternative 
to the Marxist theory of a global transition from feudalism to capitalism by 
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remaining truer to the “micro-economy” of regions and industries and by 
taking reversals in the development into consideration. But it should not 
be regarded as altogether new for Bulgarian economic scholarship, as 
demonstrated by a number of earlier empirical studies on cottage 
(domestic) industries and the putting-out system, some of which were pub-
lished in the authoritative pre-1944 Journal of the Bulgarian Economic 
Society. While capitalism is rarely mentioned here, there are excellent de-
scriptions of the local organization of manufacturing and of its financing 
and marketing. 

Ottoman Feudalism 

Ottoman feudalism as the point of departure in the development scheme is 
also of interest, and all the more so as it has rarely been discussed in Bul-
garian historical scholarship on the Revival, except by a few Ottomanist 
scholars. The Ottoman Empire is commonly described as “feudal” (or 
“feudal-despotic”), and its evolution as a transition from military feudalism 
to a feudal-bureaucratic (or “feudal-administrative”) order after the aboli-
tion of the sipahi fiefs (1832–1834).46 The view of the well-known Turkish 
Ottomanists Omer Barkan and Halil Inalchik, that the centralized military-
fief (timar) system of the early period was not feudal in itself but under-
went feudalization in times of the weakening of the central authority47 (and 
especially during the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries), is disregarded 
or rejected outright.48 The oscillation between centralism and feudalism is 
simply incompatible with a scheme of development that starts with feudal-
ism and allows for one transition only. 

The development of Bulgarian Ottomanist scholarship through the ef-
forts of Vera Mutafchieva, Strashimir Dimitrov, Bistra Tsvetkova, Nikolai 
Todorov, etc., led to a number of corrections in the initial schematization. 
The defining features of the Ottoman “feudal” empire and its major early 
feudal institution—the conditional (in return for a service) and revocable 
timar and its sipahi (military) holders—became better known. This was 
helped by the Marxist discussion of the “Asiatic” mode of production and 
of the Eastern type of feudalism, which also made its mark on Bulgarian 
historical scholarship.49 The standard description runs as follows. 

The Ottoman Empire of the “classic” fifteenth and sixteenth centuries is 
defined as feudalism of an Eastern (or Asiatic) type, characterized by a 
strong central authority uniting the temporal with the religious principle 
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and variously designated as “despotic absolutism” or “military–feudal 
theocracy.” Strong central authority was associated with supreme owner-
ship over the principal “means of production”—the land. Two major forms 
of feudal land ownership stand out—the conditional service fief or timar 
(mostly military, granted to sipahi cavalrymen) and the mülk, or uncondi-
tional land grant. Another division according to owner differentiates be-
tween the sipahi timar holders, the vakfs of religious institutions, and the 
has estates of the sultan and other magnates. The conditional fief did not 
include the kind of administrative and legal immunities that form the basis 
of Western feudalism (and that resulted in the far-reaching autonomy of 
the feudal lords, and in decentralization). What was granted was not actu-
ally the land but the right to derive income from it by collecting certain 
taxes—an arrangement that approximates to a stipend, or even a servant’s 
salary. Though the “serfdom” of the non-Muslim peasants existed legally in 
the Ottoman Empire during a certain period, it was not energetically im-
plemented. Moreover, the peasant was bound to the land (not to a person) 
and there existed the possibility for the peasant to sell the land and buy the 
right to move elsewhere.50 

The central Marxist category used in approaching feudalism, and Otto-
man feudalism in particular, is the land rent and its appropriation, in so 
far as the land was the main means of production and source of wealth 
under feudalism. However, this implies a certain underestimation of the 
developed urban life and money economy of the Ottoman Empire, in con-
trast to the early Western “natural” type feudal economy, from which the 
model is derived. The “specificity” of the Eastern empires in this respect is 
accommodated by citing Marx, that where the supreme ownership of the 
land belongs to the central authority and there is no private property (in 
Asia), land rent and taxes coincide.51 The Eastern type of feudalism, and 
the Ottoman type in particular, are thus based on a “centralized feudal 
rent,” divided between the central authority and the fief holders. A perma-
nent struggle was waged between the central authority and the Ottoman 
feudal aristocracy, which aspired to convert the conditional military timar 
fief (or feudal stipend) into an outright (unconditional) feudal land estate.52 

The evolution of the Ottoman Empire was long concealed behind a 
rather static historiographical picture. What was generally assumed was a 
long period of decay of the sipahi system from the end of the sixteenth 
century under the impact of commercial capital and usury, ending with its 
abolition in 1832.53 The subsequent development of Bulgarian Ottomanist 
scholarship dynamized the picture by revealing various changes and new 
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practices, although this found its way with difficulty into the writings on 
the Revival. The existence, even in earlier centuries, of a relatively free 
exchange of land of all kinds (timars, vakf, etc.), and the tendency— 
sometimes reversed—for it to pass into private ownership, were revealed. 
The existence of a well-developed urban life and money economy in the 
initial centuries of Ottoman rule was attested, and, in connection with this, 
the enormous significance of the institution of the vakf as the greatest 
owner of urban real estate, rented and exploited in various ways. Of par-
ticular consequence was the practice of leasing state revenues to private tax 
farmers (mukataa, iltizam) for a longer term, and even for life. This en-
hanced the power of commercial–usurious capital and its owners, and led 
to political corruption, the undermining of the central administration, an 
increased burden on and oppression of the taxable population, opportuni-
ties for the accumulation of land into private property, etc. Finally, the 
possibility of acquiring land through illegal deals with vakf property, the 
seizure of land for debts, the leasing of taxes, etc., led to the formation of a 
landed aristocracy (ayans) in the provinces, which assumed control of the 
local administration. Its increased autonomy—to the extent of maintaining 
private armies—resulted in decentralization and the anarchy of the last 
quarter of the eighteenth century (the “times of the kŭrdzhalii”).54 

While the last-mentioned phenomenon can be interpreted as “feudaliza-
tion” in progress, Vera Mutafchieva was the only one among the Bulgarian 
authors occasionally to use the term in a contraband manner.55 Bulgarian 
historical scholarship as a whole avoided it, preferring to speak of the 
“decay” of the initial military feudalism, of “decentralization,” “troubles,” 
etc. One may speculate as to why, given the need of the Marxist scholarship 
of the Revival for feudalism. My guess is that an alternation between cen-
tralization and feudalization is clearly discordant with the concept of linear 
progressive development (and there had already been “mature” feudalism 
in the medieval Bulgarian kingdom). Besides, the idea of an advancing 
feudalization at such a late date sounds like insulting retardation in com-
parison with Western Europe (like the “second serfdom” in other parts of 
Eastern Europe). 

Among Bulgarian historians, Vera Mutafchieva went furthest in the revi-
sion of the older views on the Ottoman Empire in her detailed studies and 
analytical discussions, even during the Communist period, followed by the 
massive problematization of Ottomanist historiography after Communism. 
She recently criticized the usual periodization of Ottoman history, which 
presents the military-fief system of the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries as 
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“classic feudalism,” followed by a long period of the “decay” or disintegra-
tion of the system, in which the new moments are insipidly defined as 
“changes.” As the author indicates, the real “classic” (“high,” “mature”) 
Ottoman feudalism was formed during the seventeenth and eighteenth 
centuries with the spread of unconditional (non-service) land ownership in 
new forms connected with the leasing out of taxes and the increased power 
of the landowning and money aristocracy that culminated in decentraliza-
tion and feudal anarchy in the last quarter of the eighteenth century. Vera 
Mutafchieva again challenged the notion of strict and consistent centraliza-
tion and extreme “etatism” of the Ottoman Empire as based primarily on 
legal regulations but divergent from the realities of a strongly developed 
“private sector” (trade, tax farming, vakf urban real estate, considerable de 
facto exchange of land). She particularly scorns the presentation of the 
impoverished sipahi (military fief holders) of later times as the major feu-
dal exploiter and indicates that the feudal lords proper were big feudal 
landowners, tax farmers, higher officials, etc. Finally, she insists on repre-
senting Ottoman (and other Eastern) types of feudalism not as “specific 
forms” or “deviations” in comparison with the Western type, which is 
taken as a model, but as equivalent forms in their own right.56 

To summarize, the representation of the Ottoman Empire in Bulgarian 
historical scholarship has been heavily and disproportionately character-
ized by military-fief feudalism and its decay, which was supposed to have 
lasted much longer than its heyday. What is absent are more complex ideal-
type models to account for the coexistence and mutual articulation of vari-
ous arrangements in a number of domains—for example, conditional sipahi 
feudalism (a kind of prebendalism), sultan patrimonialism, theocracy, cen-
tralized bureaucracy, provincial administration, religious communities, etc. 
Some of these, indeed, are mentioned, but hardly as semi-autonomous 
institutions that interlace in various ways, and always under the label 
“feudalism,” which renders them a “feudal” quality. The definition of the 
land regime as “feudal” when so many varieties of ownership and use were 
available can be especially misleading. 

The attempts to reform the Ottoman Empire undertaken by Mahmud II 
after 1926 (when he eliminated the janissaries) and by his successor Abdul 
Mecid during the so-called Tanzimat era (which began with the Hatt-i Sherif 
of 1839) presented Bulgarian historical scholarship on the Revival with 
special problems. A major problem was the agrarian reform in the 1830s 
and 1840s, which revoked the sipahi fiefs, that is, what was considered as 
the basic feudal institution, and left the land in the possession of the peas-
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ants.57 To put it bluntly: Was the Ottoman Empire departing from feudal-
ism, and if so, where to? The preconceived answer of the Marxist authors 
was “no” (or else no bourgeois revolution, closely tied to the liberation, 
would have been necessary). But one had to show how feudalism persisted. 

A naive attempt to argue for the preservation of feudalism until the very 
end of the Ottoman domination attaches to the character of property. 
While most authors recognized the full “bourgeois” (i.e., private property) 
status of the chifliks58 and of the basically free peasant holdings, more 
dogmatic authors resisted. The a priorism of reasoning is revealed with 
rare frankness in a passage by Hristo Hristov, who argues his refusal to 
acknowledge the “bourgeois” (i.e., private property) status of the land in 
the second half of the nineteenth century (or even its “gradually becoming 
bourgeois”) in the following manner: 

“The legal sanctioning of bourgeois land property as an element of the 
superstructure over the capitalist basis occurs only after the destruction of 
the old feudal basis and the establishment of capitalism as a dominant 
formation after the liberation. This should be kept in mind if we do not 
want to empty of content the bourgeois–democratic revolution maturing in 
the Bulgarian lands at the end of the eighteenth and in the nineteenth 
centuries, as a revolution caused by the contradiction between the evolving 
new forces of production and the old conditions of production, sanctioned 
by the Turkish feudal public law norms.”59 

In other words, if the liberation has to have its (postulated) meaning as a 
bourgeois revolution and as the clearing of the way for capitalism, the so-
cioeconomic “order” until that moment should have been feudal, the na-
ture of land ownership included. It follows that the agrarian reform could 
not have abolished feudalism. 

However, all attempts to specify agrarian feudalism failed in the face of 
evidence to the contrary—basically free raeti peasants, firm peasant owner-
ship of the land, the small number of chifliks, etc.—the more one ap-
proaches the liberation. The normalization of views on the agrarian evolu-
tion had already been discussed. To this one should now add the treatment 
of the agrarian reform. Its meaning was clarified as early as 1954 by Hristo 
Gandev in a rather indirect way (as “Turkish sources on Bulgarian agrarian 
history”). As pointed out by the author, the reform basically consisted in 
ascribing the land to the peasants who worked it. They had to pay directly 
to the treasury the taxes previously paid to the sipahi, who were compen-
sated with yearly money pensions (paid by the state). Thus the goal of the 
agrarian reform was to create peasant tax payers with land of their own 
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(not to expropriate them). It also legalized the chifliks as full private prop-
erty, but this could lead to competing claims on the land. It was precisely 
because the reform was not applied initially in northwestern Bulgaria, 
where local magnates managed to appropriate peasant lands and force the 
peasants to work for them as wage laborers and sharecroppers, that the 
peasants rose in revolt in 1850. This prompted the Turkish government to 
intervene in their favor by taking most of the lands from the agas and giv-
ing them to the peasants.60 As a result of the agrarian reform, the free 
peasant (raeti) ownership of land became the norm (legally as well) on the 
eve of the liberation. 

All this became more or less accepted in Bulgarian historiography, or at 
least the insistence on the expropriation of peasant lands by Turkish chiflik 
owners and peasant “serfdom” was dropped. But if feudalism is not about 
property relations, and still less about “serfdom” (the tying of the peasants 
to the land), then what is it about? (The corvée in some chifliks as just a 
feudal “remnant” was not felt as a sufficient explanation.) 

To provide an answer, Eastern-type feudalism, with its strong centraliza-
tion, is once again evoked. The abolition of the sipahi fief system then 
looks not like the abolition of feudalism but as its centralization by means 
of centralizing the whole feudal rent after “retiring” the former sipahi fief 
holders (who were compensated with state pensions or positions). The state 
is now portrayed as a peculiar “supreme collective feudal lord” (a “collec-
tive sipahi,” according to one author), who replaced the individual feudal 
lords and held all peasants (and the urban population) in “feudal subordi-
nation,” expressed in the collection of “centralized feudal rent” (in fact, 
state taxes) in the interest of the “feudal class” as a whole, to be distributed 
among it. This notion (or fiction) made it possible for historians to con-
tinue describing the situation of the peasants as “feudal” oppression—as if 
this adds something specifically onerous to the nature of the exploitation.61 

While this is a rather artificial construction—a centralized monarchy 
with state taxation does not have to be “feudal” (as the contemporary Rus-
sian and Habsburg Empires were not)—its persistence derives from the 
Marxist transition scheme, which is also a scheme of “progress,” but also 
from nationalist needs. With its negative value loading and the implication 
of backwardness, “feudalism” participates emotionally in the description/ 
evaluation of Ottoman domination. Avoiding this rather unfortunate term 
does not in itself imply the exoneration (or idealization) of Ottoman rule—it 
may have been bad enough without being feudal62—but the end of the ca-
reer of the concept is not in sight, due to its already automatic connota-
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tions. Admittedly, the distortion in representing the decades prior to Bul-
garian independence is partly offset by good descriptions of the state of 
affairs. And the term “feudal” acquires more of a figurative and diffuse 
meaning. 

The Ottoman reforms are taken more seriously in a work by Georgi 
Pletnyov on the prominent Ottoman reformer Midhat pasha and his mod-
ernizing activities as governor of Tuna vilayet (i.e., northern Bulgaria) be-
tween 1864 and 1868. Midhat was also an energetic promoter of the 
“Ottomanization,” that is, homogenization, of the subject populations un-
der common Ottoman “citizenship” as a way of rescuing the empire, hence 
the resistance to his policies on the part of the Bulgarian national move-
ment (severely suppressed by him). Without necessarily sympathizing with 
the Ottomanizing efforts of Midhat, and holding back his national feelings, 
the author pays tribute to the Turkish statist point of view, in contrast to 
almost all preceding Bulgarian historical scholarship.63 

Regarding the Tanzimat reforms in general, it is interesting to note that 
they have been criticized by most Bulgarian historians as half-way, incom-
plete, undertaken under foreign pressure, etc. While this is certainly true, 
such criticism on the part of national(ist) historians is hardly sincere, be-
cause implementing the reforms successfully would have meant the preser-
vation of the Ottoman Empire and the suppression of the national move-
ment. 

The Social (Bourgeois) Revolution 
and the Agrarian Thesis 

The economic interpretation of the Bulgarian Revival as a transition from 
feudalism to capitalism is closely connected with the concept of social revo-
lution, a bourgeois one in particular, as a driving force of this transition. 
In fact, the Marxist meaning of social revolution is superimposed upon the 
national meaning of liberation through revolt against the Turks 
(“revolution”), which the revolutionaries of the Revival planned and wrote 
about. The revolution is thus both national and social. Moreover, the social 
element is given precedence over the national element through the formula 
“national in form, social in content.” Since, in this dichotomy, the 
“content” is more important than the “form,” the national struggles ap-
pear to cloak the class struggle. But they actually coincide, in so far as the 
social enemy is the national enemy (the Turks are the ruling class). 
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Georgi Bakalov was the first to put forward such an interpretation in the 
1930s: “The class struggle, which had to cope with the foreign yoke, could 
not but assume a national color, the form of a people’s struggle.”64 The 
revolutionary movement of the peasants in particular assumed the form of 
a national movement, the landowners being of foreign origin.65 Zhak Natan 
followed suit in presenting the revolution as both social and national, with 
the same underestimation of the national at the expense of the social as-
pect: 

“Feudalism in Bulgaria in this epoch was intertwined with the national 
yoke of the Bulgarian people. The people was under a double yoke— 
national and social. That is why the struggle assumed in that period a na-
tional form while it was social in its content. The carrying out of the bour-
geois–democratic overturn meant, at the same time, a national liberation 
of the country. This could only be accomplished by way of a mass people’s 
revolution, which had to lead to a radical transformation without compro-
mises, to the elimination of all remnants of feudalism, and to the opening 
up of the way for a painless and free development of the commodity econ-
omy and of capitalism.”66 

The revolution, thus conceptualized, casts its shadow far behind, beyond 
the political struggles of the last decades prior to the liberation over earlier 
times, and even over the entire epoch. The Revival is then retrospectively 
conceived as an epoch that has “tasks” to accomplish, which seem posed 
from the very beginning, and it becomes the epoch of the bourgeois– 
democratic revolution. The epoch adopts its revolution as it gradually 
“matures” for it, and, vice versa, the revolution illuminates the epoch, 
which becomes “revolutionary” throughout.67 Thinking of the development 
according to an a priori scheme acts, in this case, retrospectively, imposing 
upon the past the meaning of its future. The past peeps into the future and 
sees through it, because the Marxist author knows exactly where things are 
going even before the trend has manifested itself, and before the historical 
agents have grasped it. Here is an example of this kind of thinking: 
“Bulgaria in Botev’s times was on the eve of the bourgeois–democratic 
revolution. A grand democratic transformation of the country was immi-
nent.”68 

In the same vein, the aspiration to new, capitalist relations in produc-
tion is ascribed to the peasants by the ideologue–philosopher Todor Pavlov: 

“...from an objectively historical point of view, our peasants fought not 
only for land, in so far as it was still, to a great extent, in the hands of the 
feudal lords and the semi-feudal lords, but for the kind of development of 
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the rural economy and of the economy as a whole that would eliminate all 
shackles and obstacles and open up opportunities for a full and unob-
structed unfolding of the new production and exchange relations...”69 

Independent of the truth of the assertion (the peasants were not fighting 
for land and were, in fact, least active), what is interesting here is how the 
author attempts to close the gap between the subjective intentions of the 
historical actors and an “objective–historical” tendency (the replacement 
of feudalism with capitalism) known to him, but somehow ascribed to the 
peasants as well. 

The concept of “bourgeois revolution” encounters the problem of un-
derdeveloped capitalism, as attested by the desperate effort of Konstantin 
Kosev to come to grips with it. The author acknowledges the rather low 
development of capitalist relations in the 1860s and 1870s, somewhat 
higher in the urban economy than in the agrarian economy. He then asks 
how we can judge the degree of development of bourgeois relations—and 
comes up with the following criterion. If the epoch of the bourgeois revolu-
tion finally arrives, this clearly indicates a high degree of development of 
capitalist relations, because it is they that create the objective material 
preconditions for a bourgeois revolution (or a “revolutionary rising”). Thus 
the April uprising of 1876, conceived of as the Bulgarian bourgeois revolu-
tion, becomes a proof of a sufficiently high level of development of capital-
ist relations. On the other hand, the fact that the Bulgarian national revo-
lution could not succeed at that time only shows that bourgeois–capitalist 
relations were still at a lower stage (that of the putting-out system).70 At 
work here is a logical inversion and circularity: the bourgeois revolution 
should be explained by capitalism (itself independently attested), but in-
stead the bourgeois revolution itself becomes the proof of capitalism. (The 
bourgeois revolution is taken for granted here). The empirical material that 
may provide independent proof of capitalism is disregarded precisely be-
cause it does not provide a strong confirmation.71 

It should be noted that the absence of advanced capitalism is a problem 
mainly for adherents to the thesis of the bourgeois revolution, which re-
quires it. It is not an obstacle to the explanation of the national struggles 
themselves, because the cultural and political “renaissance” may well be 
supported on a proto-industrial economic “basis.” The means that are 
absolutely necessary to finance the national processes come in this case—as 
they did in reality—from the more traditional crafts, trade, decentralized 
forms of capitalist enterprise, and pre-modern forms of capitalism (usury, 
tax farming, state deliveries for the Ottoman court and army). A consider-
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able economic upsurge, such as the one that occurred after the 1820s, is, 
of course, a necessary precondition, but not necessarily on a modern capi-
talist basis. 

Moreover, a certain peaceful “bourgeois transformation” of society, in 
the sense of the development of an urban “bourgeois” class (burghers, 
urbanites), may take place on such an economic basis. It need not present 
the grand and violent type of “bourgeois revolution” and bourgeois take-
over of power imaged by Marxist historians on the model of the French 
Revolution (in its Marxist interpretation). Finally, the fact that the national 
struggles are hardly the exemplary “bourgeois revolution” does not pre-
clude the “bourgeoisie” (artisans, shopkeepers, traders, etc.) taking part in 
the national struggles personally, or “represented” by its younger male 
generation (in addition to financing them). Together with the disgruntled 
intelligentsia (mostly of bourgeois descent), the “bourgeoisie” was actually 
the most active element in the Bulgarian national efforts. 

A major problem for the thesis of a “bourgeois revolution” based on 
capitalist development is not only the absence of advanced capitalism dur-
ing the Bulgarian Revival but the absence of development (and even the 
economic regression) long after independence, whereas the revolution was 
supposed to open space for it in both industry and agriculture. But this is 
usually disregarded by the historians of the Revival, who conveniently stop 
at the liberation. (Even those who work on the post-liberation period usu-
ally start “anew,” that is, without the ideas and schemes that prop the pre-
vious period.) One may find some awareness of the problem in a work on 
“primitive accumulation” by Zhak Natan, who acknowledges that the proc-
ess of accumulation was interrupted for a time after the liberation by the 
agrarian revolution (which had to accelerate it!) and that it was only at the 
end of the nineteenth century that “all necessary preconditions for the 
complete victory of the new capitalist relations of production were cre-
ated.”72 

One can mention in this context the revisionist work of the British eco-
nomic historian Michael Palairet, who argues (on the basis of extensive 
data) that a long phase of economic decline and stagnation set in after the 
liberation both in the urban economy, in retreat from the proto-industrial 
capacity it had reached, and in agriculture, with its conversion to a largely 
self-sufficient economy of peasant smallholders (“Serbianization”).73 This 
refutes the thesis of the “bourgeois revolution” (and a capitalist “agrarian 
overturn”), unless one tries to rescue it by artificial means, such as assum-
ing another long period necessary to “create preconditions.” It shows that 
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political independence by itself does not necessarily guarantee economic 
progress on a capitalist basis. There were a number of particular causes for 
that in the Bulgarian case: a narrowed market, political turbulence, un-
couth government, external intervention, etc. 

The absence of strong capitalist development during the Revival (and 
after it) is a problem not only for the concept of a “bourgeois revolution.” 
It is also a problem for theories of the formation of the nation based on the 
West European experience, which connect the nation with industrialization 
and bourgeois transformation. In the Balkans this was hardly the case. 
This has been pointed out by Gale Stokes, according to whom the forma-
tion of the nations in the Balkans, in contrast to Western Europe, re-
mained a primarily political and ideological process, not accompanied by a 
massive qualitative economic transition and a corresponding social 
(bourgeois, urban) transformation. The Balkan experience thus attests that 
nation and capitalism may have a separate genesis and follow a different 
course.74 

In a timid way, this has been recognized by some Bulgarian historians as 
well. Thus Krŭstyu Manchev and Strashimir Dimitrov affirmed that the 
“cultural–regenerative” processes during the Balkan revival went ahead of 
the degree of development of capitalist relations (except in commerce). 
They formulated this assertion in an acceptable form by referring to state-
ments by Marx and Engels about the “relative autonomy” of ideas, which 
in this case were transferred from a more developed Western social-
economic milieu to a less developed Balkan society.75 

A special piont of the Marxist (in this case Leninist) socioeconomic in-
terpretation of the Bulgarian Revival, and one of the first to be discarded 
later, is the so-called agrarian thesis (and the associated idea of a “peasant 
revolution”). It states that the “agrarian question” (in various versions: the 
“loss of land” by the peasants, “hunger for land,” “serfdom,” or “feudal 
exploitation”) was the basic social question during the Revival, which had 
to be solved by the revolution; furthermore, the peasants are described as 
the main driving force of that revolution. (Hence the meaning of the Russo-
Turkish liberation war as, among other things, an “agrarian overturn.”) 

The search for the source of the agrarian thesis and the peasant revolu-
tion leads to the Communist intellectual Georgi Bakalov, after his return 
from Soviet Russia in the 1930s. Adapted in this thesis are Lenin’s views on 
the Russian revolution of 1905 as a radical peasant revolution for the liq-
uidation of the estates of the big landowners and the remnants of feudal-
ism, and, for that reason, a “bourgeois revolution” in its goals.76 Along 
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similar lines, Bakalov declared the main task of the Bulgarian revolution to 
be “the revolutionary solution of the agrarian question, the revolt of the 
Bulgarian peasant masses in order to sweep away all remnants of the pre-
capitalist, semi-feudal, serf-like forms of oppression and exploitation [...] It 
required a democratic revolution to sweep away the landowner-beys and to 
give all land into the hands of the small peasant producers, and, together 
with this, state power into the hands of an independent Bulgaria.”77 

Another committed adherent of the “agrarian thesis” was Zhak Natan. 
He also wrote about peasant serfs; large-scale transition to chifliks, which 
was accompanied by a loss of land by the peasants and “land hunger”; the 
turning of the peasants into agrarian wage laborers—and all this being 
compounded into an agrarian question, hence imparting an agrarian qual-
ity to the revolution.78 

The agrarian/peasant thesis was ideologically imposed upon Bulgarian 
historical scholarship by Vŭlko Chervenkov (as head of the party and of the 
state) in his notorious speech of 1953 on the eightieth anniversary of the 
death of Vasil Levski. He postulated that the Bulgarian national revolu-
tionary movement (and bourgeois–democratic revolution) was a peasant 
movement for a “merciless people’s doing away with Turkish feudalism and 
its supporters,” and for a “people’s (plebeian) eradication of the ways of 
feudal serfdom.” The leaders and ideologues of this movement are accord-
ingly defined as “peasant revolutionaries.”79 This is reiterated in variations 
by Zhak Natan, Todor Pavlov, and others. 

The unfortunate thesis was overcome gradually in the post-Stalinist 
years, or simply ignored by a number of authors. It was supported in a 
diluted way until very late by the historian Hristo Hristov, who had made 
his career on it. When writing the introduction to a volume of some of his 
works (mostly from the 1960s) in 1975, he still defined the agrarian ques-
tion as a “basic question” of the Bulgarian national revolution, one that 
stands at the roots of the national liberation struggles. The peasants in 
their fight for land are the mass (and main) driving force of the national 
revolution (even though, as the author concedes, this does not turn it into a 
“peasant revolution”).80 A reverberation of this notion is to be found in the 
last word of Bulgarian official historical scholarship—the multivolume 
History of Bulgaria, in the chapter on the April uprising written by Yono 
Mitev (with a reference to Hristo Hristov).81 

Linked to the agrarian thesis is the formula that the Bulgarian libera-
tion presented, among other things, an “agrarian overturn.” In fact, the 
occupation of the Turkish lands by Bulgarian peasants after the liberation 



85 MEANINGS OF THE REVIVAL II: ECONOMIC AND SOCIAL 

can hardly be called thus if what is meant is economic progress and an 
impetus towards capitalist development. Instead, it led to the fragmentation 
of the land, and to the “naturalization” of the economy and its orientation 
primarily to self-subsistence. This actually represents a regression not only 
from the commercialized chifliks but also from the increasingly market-
oriented agriculture of free smallholder peasants.82 Desirable as it might  
appear from a national (or social) point of view, the agrarian overthrow 
upon independence may better be designated from an economic point of 
view as regression (in revolutionary terminology more of a “counter-
revolution”). 

One may more properly understand by “agrarian overturn” the agrarian 
reforms in the Turkish empire (the revocation of the sipahi fiefs in the 
1830s and 1840s), which led to the prevalence of the practically free small-
holder agriculture of peasants taxed directly by the treasury. But this is not 
what the Bulgarian historians mentioned so far have in mind. 

The Economic 
and the National–Spiritual Interpretation 

In contrast with the close relationship between the spiritual–cultural and 
the national meanings of the Bulgarian Revival, the national and the eco-
nomic (plus social) meanings have been clearly distinguished and at times 
deliberately opposed, being turned into stakes in symbolic fights.83 We have 
already discussed the placing of the economic process in the foreground 
and the imposition of the social (class) meaning, whose precedence over the 
national one was expressed in “substance-form” terms. The way was shown 
by Georgi Bakalov in the 1930s and it came to dominate the field com-
pletely during the initial Stalinist period after the Communist takeover. It 
should be noted that the reordering was accompanied by historico-
philosophical and methodological attacks on the older authors under the 
sign of Marxism. These deserve some attention, the more so as they reveal 
the ideological climate of the times. 

The precedence of the economic–social over the spiritual–national in-
terpretation of the Revival is derived from the priority of “material” over 
“spiritual” factors in history in general, asserted by historical materialism. 
According to Dimitŭr Kosev, the Bulgarian Revival in the materialist un-
derstanding presents a stage in the “law-guided development” of Bulgarian 
society and it is closely linked to the development of the material forces. 
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The bourgeois “idealist” historians are charged with negating this histori-
cal regularity when regarding the Revival as a result of the awakening of 
the spiritual forces of the Bulgarian people, for example, when they explain 
it with reference to the ardent national call of Paisii.84 (A partial exception 
is made for Ivan Shishmanov, who recognized the significance of the eco-
nomic factor.) “Historico-philosophical” battles of this sort were often 
fought in the introductions of Marxist authors to books of older “bour-
geois” scholars (which did not prevent borrowing widely from them).85 

Where necessary, the Marxist polemicist could evoke a “dialectic” be-
tween material and ideal factors (with the retroactive action of the latter 
upon the former)86, between objective tendency and human agency, the 
individual and the people (masses, society, “collective”)87, internal and 
external factors, etc. to prove whatever needed. An example is provided by 
Zhak Natan, who affirms that the revolutionaries were “expressive of the 
needs of their time” and “only the product of certain ripe social relations 
in the country,” while attaching great importance to them as “accelerators 
of the process of the uplifting of the Bulgarian people.”88 

The confrontation takes place at the level of methodologies as well. The 
earlier “bourgeois” historians, who saw the Bulgarian Revival as a primar-
ily spiritual and/or national process, typically speak of “preconditions” 
and “factors” for it, in which the preconditions are something like favor-
able circumstances or contexts while the factors are more active forces. 
Ivan Shishmanov, for example, pointed out the following “preconditions” 
of the Revival: the uniting of the Bulgarian people under pax Ottomana, 
which put an end to the old feudal anarchy and disunity; the privileges 
accorded to particular categories of the subjugated populations (e.g., to 
those who guarded mountain passes); the Catholicism of the seventeenth 
century; the orientation of the hopes for liberation toward Russia; and the 
troubles in Turkey at the end of the nineteenth century, with the unin-
tended consequence of strengthening the Bulgarian element in the high-
land towns (fleeing from the villages in the plains). As “factors” of the Re-
vival he enumerates the role of great personalities (beginning with Paisii), 
of the monasteries and religion, of the economic upsurge and the forma-
tion of a well-to-do urban class, the reforms in the Ottoman Empire, and 
foreign influences.89 

In the same vein, Nikola Milev listed a number of favorable circum-
stances for the Bulgarians that include most of what was put forward by 
Ivan Shishmanov, plus the religious tolerance of the Ottomans (in which 
religious difference helped preserve the identity of the Christians) and a 
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considerable local (communal) self-government.90 The already known rep-
ertoire of “factors” of the Bulgarian Revival features in Boyan Penev’s 
treatment of the new Bulgarian literature (he supplemented it with the new 
secular type of education and the role of the printing press)91, and also in a 
work by Ivan Ormandzhiev.92 Hristo Gandev called an earlier book of his  
“Factors of the Bulgarian Revival.” 

One may note a relationship between conceiving of the Revival as a 
spiritual–cultural phenomenon and explaining it by background economic, 
social, political, international, etc. “preconditions” or “factors” (but also by 
cultural influences of the same magnitude). The language of “factors” 
presupposes the working of an external impulse upon what is being ex-
plained. It also implies that once launched, the spiritual or national proc-
esses automatically go further. 

The post-1944 Marxist authors launched, in their turn, the language of 
the “laws” and “objective regularities” of the historical development in 
explaining the Revival. Thus Zhak Natan (who had earlier spoken in terms 
of “factors”) recommends to younger Marxist authors that they reveal the 
“laws, which drive the epoch,” the “laws of the development,” “the actual 
springs of our social development,” in which the material conditions of 
production are the “main lever” or “main spring” of the Revival.93 

One may note again a certain “kinship” between the economic–social 
interpretation of the Revival and the language of “objective regularities.” It 
is because the economic processes are thought of as most fundamental and 
self-propelled that the Revival regarded as in a way “self-sufficient” and 
“self-driven” (not in need of external impetus). Such a concept of the 
course of history as a quasi-automatic working of a “law” leaves little room 
for human agency. This, however, proves to be especially problematic for 
the Revival epoch, unthinkable without its heroes, who were also needed by 
the Communist regime for legitimating purposes. It is not accidental that 
the strong (quasi-natural) language of “laws” was first diluted to “objective 
regularities” and later abandoned in favor of “processes.” Another device 
for introducing flexibility is to speak of “specifics” (or peculiarities) in 
accounting for regional divergence in historical development from suppos-
edly universal regularities—for example, the peculiarities of (Ottoman, 
Eastern) feudalism, of the transition from feudalism to capitalism, of the 
formation of the nation, etc. This is typically preceded by the stipulation 
that otherwise, and in general, the development follows the “common pat-
tern” and its regularities. 

Subsequent historians prefer to describe the Bulgarian Revival in terms 
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of “processes,” which develop in succession or in parallel, interacting and 
intertwining. The three major revival processes were the spread of modern 
Bulgarian education (preceded by cultural activities of single personalities), 
the unfolding of ecclesiastical struggles, and the maturing of the revolu-
tionary movement. The processual understanding of history has its as-
sumptions and implications, too. It privileges continuity (as opposed to 
breaks), unity and homogeneity (in contrast to fragmentation and the het-
erogeneity of events), and directional flow (instead of indefiniteness of 
movement). As a means of exposition (in ordering the material) it renders a 
smooth and rounded representation, whereas discrete actions and events 
appear in the historical narrative as “manifestations” of a process. The 
processes themselves are anonymous and unfold a “logic” or a “dynamic” 
(at least an “inertia”) of their own, though not as inexorable as a “law” or 
“regularity.” 

Coming back to the rivalry between national and social meanings, the 
post-Stalinist period was marked by corrections of the dogmatic theses and 
bolder “revisionist” attempts. The national meaning of the Revival was 
gradually vindicated, while the economic–social meaning was somewhat 
downplayed. This led eventually to a complete reversal, and the national 
meaning took the foreground again. Some examples mark the step-by-step 
evolution from social to national, for a long time the main opponents. 

At the celebration of the ninetieth anniversary of the April uprising in 
1966, Dimitŭr Kosev (who had contributed greatly to the imposition of the 
social-class interpretation) updated the tasks of the maturing revolution in 
the following manner. Alongside the liquidation of the existing agrarian 
system (“an important, but not the only task”) and the liberation of the 
petty bourgeois urban masses from “feudal exploitation and the despotism 
of the sultan,” there was one general and “principal” task of the revolu-
tion—the winning of national independence and political freedom. The 
subordination of the social to the national is argued by the absence of a 
Bulgarian feudal class, hence the abolition of foreign national domination 
would mean doing away with the feudal system all in one. The Bulgarian 
revolution was thus national not only in form but also in content, and the 
formation of the nation and its struggles were progressive and democratic 
in character. The merging of the social aspect into the national revolution 
yields the curious combination “national-democratic.” To quote Kosev: 
“The tasks of the revolution merged into one common national-democratic 
task. That is why our revolution was national-democratic in its character 
and essence.”94 
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At the same scholarly event, Goran Todorov stated still more emphati-
cally that rather than being only a “form” of the Revival and of the bour-
geois–democratic revolution, the national question was the “core of the 
Revival.” The social question in this period was subordinated to the na-
tional question, or, more precisely, it overlapped and coincided with it. The 
reason is (again) that the basic class contradiction was between the foreign 
feudal class (Turkish beys and agas), who used the Ottoman state as an 
instrument of exploitation, and the Bulgarian people as a whole, the bur-
geoning Bulgarian bourgeoisie included (which then had the same progres-
sive interests and goals).95 

For Nikolai Genchev (in 1973), “the national liberation and the bour-
geois overturn are two inseparable aspects of the unitary process of the 
Revival, with clear dominance of the national–political process.”96 The 
reason given is more general—the solution of the national question would 
set free bourgeois and capitalist development. The same author offered (in 
1978) a synthesis between the spiritual–national and social–economic in-
terpretations of the Revival pointing to the formation of the nation. He 
first describes the processes of change in several domains: in the economy 
(commodity–money relations and the emergence of capitalism), in society 
(the formation of a thin bourgeois society, in which small producers pre-
dominate), in the spiritual–cultural sphere (secular education, national 
emancipation in the struggle against the Greek Church, the formation of 
the nation), and in the political sphere (struggles for political independ-
ence, inspired by the bourgeois revolutions in the West). The crowning 
result of the economic, social, and cultural processes is seen in the forma-
tion of the Bulgarian nation.97 

For the historian Krumka Sharova (in 1981), the Revival means a num-
ber of things, of which the transition to capitalism (she avoids saying what 
from) is just one, along with the “overcoming of backwardness,” the link-
ing to the European economic system (which, in her view, was objectively 
progressive), the development of a new consciousness and culture, and the 
formation of the nation (similar to other national-liberation movements in 
Europe).98 The national meaning of the Revival is heard still more em-
phatically from Rumyana Radkova (in 1986): “The anti-feudal struggle 
during the Revival merged with the national–political struggle and for that 
reason all ideas with a bourgeois–democratic character were subordinated 
to the political ideas and tasks of the Bulgarian people.”99 

The same line was continued in a purer form, that is, purified of social 
(class) components, after Communism. But this is so only in more national-
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ist writings, the more so as the revision was completed even earlier.100 Al-
ternatively, the Revival is described primarily, and not without connection 
with the liberal-democratic discourse of the post-Communist transition, in 
spiritual–cultural terms as a Bulgarian transition to modern times (Moder-
nity), whether by making the favorite analogies with Western epochs or 
using the concept of “modernization” (“Europeanization”). The national 
formation then comes second or is viewed as only a part of this more com-
prehensive transformation. 

In his “lecture course” (of 1999), Plamen Mitev endorses the view of 
“contemporary historical scholarship” in defining the Bulgarian Revival as 
an epoch of transition from the Middle Ages to Modernity (or the 
“bourgeois epoch”), accompanied by the genesis of modern market and 
social relations, and points to the considerable share in this epoch of the 
formation of the nation.101 

The cultural historian Raina Gavrilova treats the Revival as a transition 
from “traditional society” (or “folklore culture”) toward a “modern soci-
ety” and Modernity, during which the Bulgarians were formed as a nation 
(of the ethno-cultural type) parallel with the “age of nationalism” in 
Europe. The author avoids both the term “Middle Ages” and capitalism, 
while the title of the book itself (“The Age of the Bulgarian Spiritual Re-
vival”) suggests a primarily cultural understanding of the revival processes 
(as changes in mentality).102 Other authors, too, prefer to speak of a pri-
marily world-view transition from the Middle Ages to Modernity, from a 
traditional “community” to a modern (civic) “society,” instead of a transi-
tion from feudalism to capitalism.103 

In sum, we can see that the three interpretations of the Bulgarian Re-
vival follow a certain pattern in time. First, the cultural–spiritual meaning 
of the Revival was derived by the academic authors of the “old school,” 
mixed with not so accentuated national meaning. The economic-cum-social 
interpretation appeared very early, too, as Bulgarian socialism emerged in 
the 1890s. But it was still moderate and in its weak form—as a recognition 
of the “economic factor”—it was taken into consideration by some 
“bourgeois” authors. The national interpretation took the foreground and 
sounded sharply nationalist in the 1930s, while an equally strong social 
(class) interpretation was polemically opposed to it by militant leftist 
authors. With the victory of Communist forces, and especially under the 
shadow of Stalinism in the early 1950s, the priority of the economic (and 
class) interpretation was imposed using extra-scholarly means and by the 
silencing of opponents. The 1960s and 1970s were marked by corrections 
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and “revisionist” attempts, in which the national meaning of the Revival 
was gradually vindicated while the economic–social meaning was down-
played. The national meaning eventually took the foreground again. Fi-
nally, the spiritual–cultural meaning made a comeback, especially after 
1989. Thus, assuming that Bulgarian historical scholarship started (as to 
emphasis only) with the cultural interpretation of the Revival, followed by 
an increasing stress on the national (in competition with the socioeco-
nomic) meaning, and then by the imposition of the socioeconomic mean-
ing in the early Communist years, we can see the historians returning first 
(in the course of a “revision”) to the national and finally to the spiritual– 
cultural interpretation, thus coming full circle. 
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natsionalno-osvoboditelno dvizhenie. Ideologiya, programa, razvitie. Sofia: Nauka i iz-
kustvo, 1972, 7–58. 

38	 Hristo Gandev, “Turski izvori za agrarnata istoriya na Bu ˘zrazhdaneto.” ˘lgariya prez Vu



94	 THE MAKING OF A NATION IN THE BALKANS 

Istoricheski pregled 10, no. 2 (1954): 120–127. Instead of challenging the old views di-
rectly, the author documents the dismantling of the fief system in the 1830s and 
1840s. See also Strashimir Dimitrov, “Ku ˘prosa za otmenyavaneto na spakhiiskata ˘m vu

sistema v bu
˘lgarskite zemi.” Istoricheski pregled 12, no. 6 (1956): 27–58, esp. 55–58; 
Dimitu ˘m izyasnyavane na nyakoi,” 52. In fact, in  as  early  as  1951,  the  ˘r Kosev, “Ku
author spoke of a gradual transition of the land in the hands of Bulgarian peasants 
and an increase in the number of independent peasant smallholders. See Kosev, 
“Klasovite otnosheniya.” Finally Todorov, “Po nyakoi vŭprosi.” 
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271–394 (first published in 1962). 

40 Strashimir Dimitrov, “Ku ˘prosa za otmenyavaneto,” 27–58; Dimitrov, “Chiflish-˘m vu
koto stopanstvo prez 50-te i 70-te godini na XIX vek.” Istoricheski pregled, 11, no. 2 
(1955): 3–34. On the limited role of the chifliks in the Ottoman agrarian economy, see 
also Fikret Adanir, “Tradition and Rural Change in Southeastern Europe During Ot-
toman Rule.” In The Origins of Backwardness, 131–176. 

41 Strashimir Dimitrov, “Chiflishkoto stopanstvo,” 34. 
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Excursus on Periodization


The Bulgarian Revival elaborated into a historical epoch has a certain 
duration with a beginning and an end, and it is divided internally into sub-
periods. It stands between the first centuries of Ottoman rule (emotionally 
described as “yoke”) and independence. It forms the last century or so of 
the Ottoman period for the Bulgarians. The preceding period has often 
been depicted as “dark ages,” a regression from the glories of the medieval 
kingdom into a state of debasing submission, in which the Bulgarians suf-
fered under double oppression—Ottoman political domination and the 
“spiritual” or cultural domination of the Greeks (through the agency of 
the Greek Patriarchy). Deprived of their aristocratic ruling class and edu-
cated priests, they sank into ignorance and became predominantly peasant. 
The earlier historians Nikola Zlatarski and Dimitŭr Mishev in particular 
darkened the colors in their picture of physical terror long after the initial 
conquest, with the persecution of Bulgarian priests and teachers, the burn-
ing of Bulgarian manuscripts, the introduction of Greek in the “cell” 
(monastic) schools to the churches, the paralysis of cultural activities, etc.1 

Although this was subsequently criticized as resting on scanty evidence and 
misrepresenting the realities (or even as a “myth”2), a residue still persists 
in popular versions of Bulgarian history in textbooks and school teaching, 
in historical fiction, etc.3 At the other end, the Revival is clearly delimited 
by the fact of liberation. It is contrasted in substance, too, by pointing out 
that the (disinterested) national ideals of the Revival were overshadowed 
during the post-liberation epoch by the murky “primitive accumulation” of 
capital and unscrupulous political struggles (known in Bulgarian as “parti-
zanstvo”). 

The Bulgarian Revival has been dated in various ways both as to exter-
nal boundaries and internal sub-division. As mentioned previously, some 
contemporary activists put the beginning of the Revival in the 1820s, with 
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the reforms of the Ottoman Empire initiated by Sultan Mahmud II and 
continued under his son Abdul-Mecid. The reason for making the Bulgar-
ian Revival coincide with the reforms is that by allowing the building up of 
churches and schools with teaching in the native language, and by pro-
claiming rights and guarantees in general, they facilitated the national 
upsurge and gave the formal possibility for raising the “Bulgarian ques-
tion” before the Sublime Porte, of which the Bulgarian activists took ad-
vantage.4 

With his reputation as the first Bulgarian professional historian, Marin 
Drinov shifted the beginning of the Revival back to the year 1762, when 
Paisii Hilendarski finished the manuscript of his Istoriya Slovenobolgarska 
(“Slavonic-Bulgarian History”), considered as a kind of national mani-
festo.5 Other authors (Ivan Shishmanov at first) have argued that a single 
personality or event cannot be taken as the beginning of a new epoch as 
they do not come into being in a vacuum.6 Marxist scholarship, with its 
economic tenets, was particularly loath to date a period by a personality. 
The beginning of the Bulgarian Revival was thus moved further backwards 
toward the beginning of the eighteenth century on the assumption that an 
economic upsurge began then.7 However, this dating is quite preconceived 
and the tension becomes stronger given the effort to detect parallel 
“revival” phenomena and changes in all spheres: the economy, social life, 
culture. The a priori logic that there must have been economic “pre-
conditions” for what came later is not borne out by the insufficient and 
uncertain data, which leave the impression of an artificial adjustment.8 

A period of “early Revival” as far back as 1600 to 1830 (or, in another 
version, 1700 to 1830) was defined by Hristo Gandev in his early works 
published before Communist rule. In his view, the Revival starts with the 
beginnings of the new Bulgarian language and ends with the formation of 
an organized society and a cultural nation. The eighteenth century in par-
ticular is characterized as the beginning of the modern period in Bulgar-
ian history.9 Gandev portrays the early revival as a primarily native (local) 
social and cultural process that was self-promoted and almost independent 
of external European forces and influences. 

The idea of an early initial boundary of the Revival is shared by some 
earlier literary historians such as Benyu Tsonev, and partly Ivan Shishma-
nov, with regard to literary development. The appearance of the damaskini 
from the beginning of the seventeenth century is arguably the beginning of 
the new Bulgarian literature, on the grounds that they were written in a 
purer Bulgarian vernacular.10 This view was criticized and subsequently 
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rejected by the literary scholars Aleksandŭr Balan and Boyan Penev on 
account of the still religious character of the damaskini.11 The significance 
of the time from the beginning of the seventeenth century to the middle of 
the eighteenth century (i.e., until Paisii) was later restored (first by Emil 
Georgiev) under the label of “proto-revival” (or “early revival”) marked by 
the appearance of writers of a new type.12 

The best-known Bulgarian “bourgeois” literary scholar Boyan Penev 
puts the beginnings of the new Bulgarian literature (and, together with it, 
of the Revival) in the middle of the eighteenth century on the grounds that 
it was then that the new national and national-educational spirit began to 
spread. The synchronization between literary and social–political history is 
argued by Boyan Penev with the existence of an intimate relationship be-
tween literature and social–political conditions in the period before inde-
pendence, when the creative personality served the needs of the milieu, 
merging individual with public ideals (in contrast to the subsequent pe-
riod, when literature became the expression of mostly individual aspira-
tions and acquired a purely aesthetic value). The beginning of the 1870s, 
with the solution of the “church question,” presents, in Boyan Penev’s 
view, an important dividing line in the evolution of both Bulgarian litera-
ture and public life, which then entered the phase of political struggles for 
liberation (reflected in the revolutionary literature of Lyuben Karavelov 
and Hristo Botev, preceded by Georgi Rakovski).13 

The highly regarded literary historian Petŭr Dinekov, who began his ca-
reer before 1944 but had to reorientate himself to Marxist positions after-
wards, had the unseemly task of criticizing the periodization and partly the 
concept and method of Boyan Penev, and to replace them with the 
“correct” view. This again happens to be a synchronization of literary de-
velopment with the “total-historical” development (as with Penev), but with 
greater regard to the revolutionary movement. The basic internal divide 
then became the 1850s (instead of the 1870s), with reference to the Cri-
mean War (1853–1856) that was followed by deep economic, social, and 
political changes, and the rise of the bourgeois–democratic revolution.14 

There are different views as to the end of the Revival as well. Some 
authors (Petŭr Nikov, Ivan Shishmanov) put it at the year 1870, when an 
autonomous Bulgarian Church or Exarchate was established (by a Turkish 
firman) that meant, in effect, official recognition of the Bulgarian nation.15 

But the majority of authors (especially later authors) regard the Russo-
Turkish liberation war of 1877–78 as the end of the Revival, thus including 
into it the last decade of revolutionary struggles. Some historians (e.g. Nik-
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olai Genchev) make the reservation that the Revival continued until World 
War I in Macedonia under Ottoman rule, on the grounds that a strong 
Bulgarian self-consciousness survived there and the efforts for uniting 
continued.16 

The end of the Revival is also put at World War I by the historian Mik-
hail Arnaudov (in a work of 1938), who included the processes taking place 
in Bulgaria itself as well. The author thus added to the usual periodization 
a “late Revival” from the liberation to World War I, reasoning that the 
winning of independence did not break with the general trends of the na-
tional Revival and with the ideal of uniting all Bulgarians, and that the 
processes of national formation continued under the auspices of the nation 
state.17 This brings the understanding of the Revival as a nation-building 
process to its logical consequence. Later on, when Macedonia was joined as 
a fruit of the pact between Bulgaria and Nazi Germany, Mikhail Arnaudov 
carried the end boundary further on to World War II, on the grounds that 
the national unification processes were then completed (a view endorsed by 
Georgi Konstantinov).18 

The internal sub-division of the Bulgarian Revival has also been the sub-
ject of controversies. The literary scholar Ivan Shishmanov, followed by 
Boyan Penev, divided it into a “spiritual revival” proper (reminiscent of the 
Italian Renaissance in some respects), which ended with the establishment 
of the Bulgarian Exarchate in 1870; and the “political revival” of secret 
committees and revolts, which began in 1860 with Rakovski’s efforts to 
transform the armed bands (cheti) of outlaws (haiduti) into revolutionary 
units and ended with the liberation.19 Mikhail Arnaudov in his turn subdi-
vided the Revival into four phases: an “early revival” from Paisii (1762) to 
the peace treaty of Edirne at the exit of one Russian–Turkish war (1829); 
the “revival proper” from 1829 to the Crimean War (1853–1856); a “high 
revival” from the Crimean War to liberation (1878); and the already-
mentioned “late revival” from liberation until the wars (the Balkan wars 
and the First World War). The Revival starts with symptoms of national 
regeneration under the sign of the historical past, and love for the mother 
tongue and the idea of the motherland; national efforts accelerate to reach 
a peak in the “high revival”; the impulse continues after liberation but 
gradually abates.20 Wars again serve to mark the sub-periods (five in num-
ber) in a periodization proposed recently by Plamen Mitev.21 

The widely accepted periodization of Nikolai Genchev advances three 
sub-periods of different economic, social, and political description: an 
“early revival” (the entire eighteenth and the beginning of the nineteenth 
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centuries) characterized by the spread of market relations, the appearance 
of a Bulgarian bourgeoisie and the birth of the national idea; the 1820s 
through the 1850s (until the Crimean War) under the sign of the reforms 
in the Ottoman Empire, the formation of a weakly developed Bulgarian 
bourgeois society, the deepening of the revival processes and the beginning 
of national movements for modern Bulgarian education and for church 
independence; and a final period from the Crimean War to liberation in 
1878, marked by the failure of the liberal bourgeois reforms in Turkey, the 
completion of the cultural revival, and the achievement of autonomy of the 
Bulgarian nation (recognized officially in 1870), as well as by an organized 
national liberation movement.22 

The periodization of the Bulgarian literary (and cultural) development 
is also of interest, especially when it deviates from the “total-historical” 
periodization. Boyan Penev’s view has already been considered. The re-
puted linguist and literary scholar Emil Georgiev sets apart a period of 
Enlightenment (or Renaissance-Enlightenment) from Paisii to the 1820s, 
followed by a period of national romanticism until liberation. According to 
this author, the first period set the tasks of the Revival (by calling on the 
people to wake up), to be realized during the second period.23 

After Communism, the literary scholar Docho Lekov argued for the 
autonomy of the literary evolution vis-à-vis the total-historical development 
(i.e., social–economic and political in the main) and offered the following 
explicitly literary periodization: “literature of the transition” (from the 
beginning of the seventeenth century to the 1820s); the “period of school-
ing” (the 1820s and the 1830s); the first period of literature proper (from 
the 1840s to the 1860s); “literature of the revolutionary élan” (the 1870s); 
and “literature of the liberated society in the 1880s.”24 As can be seen, he 
restores Boyan Penev’s emphasis on the significance of the 1870s. 

Now that literary scholars have become increasingly sensitive to the 
autonomy of the literary processes, Svetlozar Igov has proposed another 
periodization reminiscent of Emil Georgiev (in the naming of the periods, 
if not the exact dating) but explicitly argued as “purely” literary in contrast 
to “total-historical.” It includes a period of “Enlightenment” (the middle of 
the eighteenth century to the mid-1840s), “Romanticism” (until the end of 
the 1860s), followed by “Realism” as a “post-revival” literary formation 
(from the 1870s to the end of the century).25 

Whatever the differences, all periodizations have in common that they 
include a certain “core” (sub)period, namely, from the peace treaty of 
Edirne (1829), marking the beginning (or intensification) of reform in the 
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Ottoman Empire, to the establishment of the Bulgarian Exarchate (1870) 
or to the liberation (1878). They differ mostly in the preceding and the 
subsequent periods that are being added to this “revival proper” that forms 
the essence of the epoch, when the economic, social, educational, church 
and revolutionary activities were in full sway. This also justifies the opinion 
of the activists of the Revival. 

It can be noted most generally that just how the boundaries of the Bul-
garian Revival are placed depends on what is considered as its main con-
tents, though this is not always made explicit. If the spiritual–cultural 
(ideological) component is in the foreground, the initial terminus looks 
particularly fluent and hard to pinpoint or has a “pre-beginning” as all 
literary scholars insist. The tendency in general is then to shift the bound-
ary backwards (“downwards”) to earlier times or to isolate a period of an 
“early revival” (or “proto-revival”). Still, there is one date of undisputed 
importance—the appearance of Paisii’s History in 1762. 

If the greatest attention is paid to social–economic development, the up-
surge becomes more noticeable only from the second decade of the nine-
teenth century (after the “Time of Troubles” were over), but dating so far 
has deferred to the postulate of economic materialism (that requires a 
“basis” for the phenomena in the “superstructure”) or to the patriotic 
desire for an earlier progress of the nation in general, hence dating from 
the beginning of the eighteenth century (or its middle). 

If one takes the formation of the nation as a main reference point, 
Paisii’s History (1762) has a strong claim to be a beginning. But it is quite 
“symbolic” because the book (a manuscript with restricted circulation) had 
a weak impact in its times while education and the periodic press that 
popularized the national ideas got under way later. After the isolated early 
national beginnings, things were taken up in earnest only from the end of 
the 1820s with the upsurge in educational activities and the church move-
ment, then passed through the acknowledgment of the nation (the Exar-
chate in 1870) as an epochal date, and were crowned by the establishment 
of a Bulgarian nation state. An entirely consistent position on this count 
would carry the revival processes until the wars (as does Mikhail Arnau-
dov), because the idea of the nation was still being hammered upon the 
minds of the people (and maybe more intensely than before) by way of 
education, conscription, and the periodical press in the nation-state. 

To sum up, periodization appears differently depending on the area un-
der inspection. The overlapping of economic, social, “spiritual” (i.e., world-
view, intellectual), national, and revolutionary processes alongside a certain 
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length of the Bulgarian historical time axis (“high revival” or “revival 
proper”) makes a consensus among historians possible. Conversely, the 
absence of such a synchronization for other time intervals introduces disa-
greement—it is not by chance that the initial date of the Revival has been 
most disputed and remains problematic to this day. Things become espe-
cially fuzzy given the “totalitarian” desire for a total-historical periodiza-
tion to include all or many aspects of the development, which do not move 
necessarily in synchrony and at the same pace. Hence the difficulties of a 
“total-historical” periodization that attempts to force the various processes 
into a “parallel” course. What is actually achieved in this way is a periodi-
zation that looks unitary (mostly under the sign of “national formation”) 
but uses different criteria and reference points in isolating sub-periods. 

The following description seems plausible. Obviously things had started 
to change in the minds (of some individuals) much earlier than the clear 
manifestation of any material progress and before a national stirring began 
in earnest. That is why the earlier periods of the Revival have been articu-
lated with spiritual (intellectual) criteria in mind, the appearance of the 
national idea at a certain point included. But only as an “idea.” Economic 
and social processes followed suit in the nineteenth century, carrying on 
their wings the broadening national processes with their “dual” ideological 
and material–organizational aspect (schools, churches, printed media), and 
ending in political liberation struggles. The going ahead of the processes in 
the mind (not least because of foreign influences), in comparison with the 
economic–material “basis,” is a major problem for Marxist historians who 
feel under pressure to shift the initial date backwards (with a mistaken 
economic and social rationale) but even thus are not able to catch up with 
the literary and cultural historians who run still further backwards with 
their “early periods.” The “unevenness” of development in the various 
spheres levels out only as we move toward the last decades prior to libera-
tion when economy, society, ideology, and politics work in tune. Maybe 
even this presents an exaggeration as to the grip of the national processes 
and goals on the Bulgarian “society” of the time. 

Something should be said at this point in favor of a more “fragmented” 
understanding of the Revival as composed of different parts, that is, differ-
ent not only in chronology but in content as well. Rather than picturing 
the development as parallel processes running through different phases, we 
should rather see it as different processes at work in successive periods 
with only partial overlapping. This was the view of Ivan Shishmanov, Boyan 
Penev, Emil Georgiev, and others, who differentiated between an earlier 



106 THE MAKING OF A NATION IN THE BALKANS 

“spiritual” revival and a later “political” revival (or, alternatively, an “En-
lightenment” period followed by national romanticism). This is also the 
view of foreign historians such as Richard Crampton, who writes of a cul-
tural revival followed by, and transformed into, a political or national one 
(the latter accompanied by an economic recovery or “revival”).26 The po-
litical revival or phase can be dated (and has been dated) either in the last 
pre-liberation decade of organized armed struggles or to include more 
broadly the educational efforts and church struggles of the previous dec-
ades, which have been “politicized” as well. The point is that these periods 
should be regarded as different in many respects, the mass national move-
ment with its various expressions appearing relatively late. The Revival 
thus lumps together two distinct epochs with different contents and mean-
ings rather than presenting a preordained continuity of national processes. 

In general, it is better to resist the “totalitarian” desire for unitary peri-
odization and not to look for synchrony where it does not exist but to allow 
for partial periodizations valid for certain domains or certain purposes 
only. One has to live with the inevitability of different and various periodi-
zations, because these are, in the end, no more than a convenience in or-
dering the historical evidence. 
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1 Mishev,  Bŭlgariya v minaloto, 194–199; Mishev, “Nachalo na bŭlgarskata probuda,” 
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CHAPTER THREE 

Classes and Class Struggles 

Some of the earlier authors showed considerable interest in the social 
structure of Bulgarian society during the Revival, especially in the urban 
“estate” and its contribution to the national revival. Just as with the devel-
opment of the economy, a well-to-do class was considered as a precondition 
and a factor of the (cultural–national) revival, that is, as its sponsor, and as 
a recipient of the national ideas. The social (class) structure of Bulgarian 
society during the Revival epoch became a major, perhaps the major, topic 
for Marxist authors both before and after 1944. Besides describing the 
social structure itself, they used class as an instrument of analysis of politi-
cal trends and ideologies, and as a hero or villain of the historical narrative 
of the Revival in general. Taking the views of the older authors as a point 
of departure, I will come to constructs of class under the sign of Marxism, 
and their subsequent revision, as the actual subject of this chapter. 

The Urban “Estate” and Social Struggles 
in Older Historiography 

In his small but influential work dated 1910, Krŭstyu Rakovski portrayed 
the social outlook of the purely Bulgarian highland towns. These swelled as 
a consequence of the troubles in the Ottoman Empire during the second 
half of the eighteenth century (the “times of the kŭrdzhalii”). Another 
unintended effect was the reinforcing of the belligerent tradition of outlaws 
(haiduti), which proved important for the political awakening of the Bul-
garians. The author singles out as the main precondition for the national 
revival the growth of a well-to-do and autonomous “urban class” (or bour-
geoisie), initially composed of collectors of the tax on sheep (beglikchii) and 
traders in sheep (dzhelepi), and later supplemented by craftsmen, shop-
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keepers and traders. Leaning on its economic power and growing social 
importance, this class succeeded in shortening the distance to the Turkish 
masters. It began to claim rights and took the lead in public struggles. 
Based on the example of the town of Kotel, Krŭstyu Rakovski depicts the 
first social struggles within Bulgarian society itself. The ascending “party 
of esnafi” (guilds), made up of craftsmen and shopkeepers, began to con-
test the power of the old notables who made their wealth in the sheep 
trade. The author likens the local urban struggles in the Bulgarian towns 
with those in the medieval Italian city-republics and points out their im-
portance in schooling activists for the national struggles.1 

The two most influential literary historians of the “bourgeois” period, 
Ivan Shishmanov and Boyan Penev, agree on the importance of the eco-
nomic upsurge and the formation of an independent “urban estate” that 
embraced the national idea and thus became a major factor of the Bulgar-
ian Revival. This was preceded by the strengthening of the Bulgarian eth-
nic element in the highland towns on both sides of the Balkan range and 
in the Rhodopes, and the transformation of former peasants into craftsmen 
and traders. Boyan Penev differentiates between a “middle estate” of arti-
sans, shopkeepers and traders, which he compares to the West European 
bourgeoisie of the eighteenth century, and an “upper estate” of notables 
(chorbadzhii) as a kind of Bulgarian “aristocracy” of owners of money and 
property, composed initially of collectors of the sheep tax and traders in 
sheep.2 The self-willed old chorbadzhii followed their personal whims and 
interests but did something for the population at large, too. With the emer-
gence of the new social forces of craftsmen organized in guilds (esnafi) and 
the intelligentsia of teachers in the main, these came into conflict with the 
chorbadzhii. The struggles centered on the control of the town councils or 
communes (obshtina) and the management of school and church affairs. In 
towns where the craftsmen were better organized, they were able to assert 
their economic and social predominance. The struggle between the middle 
and the upper urban “estates” is likened by Penev to earlier struggles be-
tween the aristocracy and the bourgeoisie in the West, with the reservation 
that “bourgeoisie” is meant in the sense of “urbanites” or the urban 
“middle class,” not as a modern bourgeoisie. Being at the same time strug-
gles for “a democratic rule,” they contributed to the civic education of the 
Bulgarians. (The contest between the Conservatives and the Liberals after 
the liberation is seen as their continuation.)3 

The social-economic processes are analyzed in greater detail by Hristo 
Gandev in his books published before the Communist takeover.4 The 
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author places strong emphasis on the process of the Bulgarianization of 
the highland towns during the second half of the eighteenth century as a 
side effect of the troubles in the empire, which made many Bulgarian 
peasants take refuge from the brigand raids in the plains. He stresses the 
cultural contrast between the original population of the towns, led by its 
traditional notables and prone to Greek influences, and the new settlers 
who were strongly attached to their customs, not susceptible to Greek in-
fluence, and distrustful of the urban “patricians.” The migrants under-
went a slow process of transformation into urbanites. The most active 
among them became artisans and were associated in guilds. They eventu-
ally grew rich and began to play an important public role. They launched 
the struggle against the “regime of the chorbadzhii,” who collected the 
taxes and spent the communal resources without control.5 By the 1860s, 
they had succeeded in establishing their prevalence and laying down the 
principles of a new “civic and moral order.”6 

The above descriptions of social groups and struggles during the Revival 
contain some similarities with descriptions produced under the sign of 
Marxism, but the overall picture is different. First of all, they center upon 
the formation of Bulgarian towns and of an urban “class” (in contrast to 
the almost entirely peasant population before), which is taken for granted 
in most Marxist accounts. They also point to cultural and ethnic differ-
ences and strife in the process—between newcomers to the towns and old 
urbanites, people with Bulgarian self-consciousness, and Greeks or Bul-
garians trying to assimilate as Greeks. Society is presented in terms of dy-
namics. First comes the process of urbanization, followed with the change 
of generations by the social conflict between the old-style notables and the 
organized craftsmen over the management of the communes and the 
spending of their resources for various purposes. The comparison with the 
Western “bourgeoisie” is very cautious, and refers to its earlier (burgher) 
phase. Finally, there is a preference for the self-designations of the epoch, 
such as organized craftsmen (esnafi), traders in sheep (dzhelepi), collectors 
of the tax on sheep (beglikchii), etc., the effect of which is to keep close to 
the historical realities. This strikes a contrast with the a priorism of the 
early Marxist social schemes, with their abstract and formalistic social 
categories (such as big, middle and petty bourgeoisie), presumed as ready-
made from the beginning. 
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Bourgeoisie and Notables 
in Earlier Marxist Controversies 

Bulgarian Marxist and Communist authors distinguish three or four basic 
social classes in the Bulgarian society of the Revival epoch—the big 
(commercial and industrial) bourgeoisie, petty bourgeoisie (of artisans and 
petty traders), and peasants. The traditional notables (chorbadzhii) are 
presented as a separate class by some authors, while others see them as 
part of the big bourgeoisie. The priests and the secular intelligentsia do not 
qualify as a class from the Marxist point of view as they are not connected 
with “means of production”; they are only social “layers” or groups.7 Let 
us consider in more detail the largely ideological constructs and controver-
sies over classes and their political role during the Revival. 

The founder of the Bulgarian Socialist Party, Dimitŭr Blagoev, differen-
tiates between three classes: the bourgeoisie, the chorbadzhii (described as 
big landowners—incorrect, as it will turn out—merchants and usurers), and 
the peasants. In his view, the bourgeoisie fulfilled a progressive economic 
role, and to a large extent a progressive political role, too. It was the bearer 
of the national ideas and it successfully carried out the “peaceful urban 
bourgeois revolution,” that is, the opening up of schools, the publishing of 
books and newspapers, and the uplifting of the national spirit through 
these means. The commercial-industrial (bourgeois) class also stood in the 
vanguard of the struggles for an independent Bulgarian church. According 
to Blagoev, it was only after the establishment of the Bulgarian Exarchate 
that there occurred a split between “evolutionists” (the conservative circle 
around the Exarchate, chorbadzhii close to the Turkish authorities, and 
part of the bourgeois class), and “revolutionaries” coming from radical 
bourgeois milieus (especially a declining petty bourgeoisie in emigration).8 

A peculiar version of the social structure and its evolution was advanced 
by Georgi Bakalov in his works of the 1920s. He wrote of a heterogeneous 
and quite undifferentiated “third estate” (by analogy with the French 
Revolution) that included the bourgeoisie as one of its components. The 
upper layers of the third estate consisted of notables (chorbadzhii), dealers 
in sheep, merchants, purveyors to the Turkish court and state, usurers, 
high civil servants, bishops, etc., all hostile to the revolutionary movement. 
(On other occasions, Bakalov excludes the chorbadzhii from the third es-
tate and places them among the supporters of the Turkish monarchy, 
against which the third estate was waging a battle.) The middle layers of 
the third estate consisted of petty bourgeois craftsmen and better-off peas-
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ants; they engendered an intelligentsia, which supplied the revolution with 
ideologues and leaders. Finally, the third estate included ruined artisans 
and peasants, outcasts and exiles (hŭshove), from whom the rank and file 
of the revolution was recruited (and who stood for the future proletariat). 
While the class struggle during the Revival was waged between the “third 
estate” and the chorbadzhii, the historical task consisted in the liberation 
of the third estate as a whole from foreign oppression.9 (A “third estate” of 
peasants, craftsmen, and traders would appear again after 1989 in a work 
by Konstantin Kosev.10) 

The Marxist historian Zhak Natan, who started publishing before World 
War II and who was very influential in the initial decade of the Communist 
regime, follows Blagoev in his concept of the social structure and in differ-
entiating between the bourgeoisie and chorbadzhii in particular. For him as 
well, the commercial–industrial bourgeoisie was the major progressive 
social force—organizer of new methods of production, agent of capitalist 
market relations, and promoter of material progress. Called the urban or 
civic class (grazhdanstvo) by older authors, it played a leading role in pub-
lic life and in the peaceful struggles for modern education, schools, books 
and an autonomous church. The traditional chorbadzhii are considered by 
Natan as a class of their own, connected as a whole with the feudal type of 
property relations and the Ottoman feudal system, and engaged in tax 
farming and usury as “pre-capitalist forms of capital.” They served as a 
broker between the Bulgarian population and the Turkish feudal system, 
and thus profited from Ottoman domination. It was against this class and 
its “party” that a struggle was eventually launched by the ascending arti-
sans organized into guilds, the so-called Young. Finally, the peasants as a 
class suffered most under the Turkish yoke and the feudal system, hence 
they fought for a radical solution to the agrarian question.11 (As mentioned 
previously, Natan was a believer in the agrarian thesis.) 

The political role of the various social classes is described by the author 
in the following way. The peasants were the major driving force of the po-
litical struggles during the entire Revival epoch, both in the struggle for 
church independence and in the revolutionary struggles (supplying the 
rank and file during the April uprising). The urban craftsmen present 
another major driving force. However, the role of hegemon of the national 
revolution was assumed by the newly formed commercial–capitalist group, 
which initially played a progressive role and rallied the people in the 
peaceful struggles for schools, books, and an independent church. When 
the higher stage of the national struggles—that of armed revolution—was 
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reached, this group became divided; some could go only as far as a 
“dualist” solution (i.e., the idea of a Turkish–Bulgarian state), but its 
“progressive part,” and especially the “middle classes,” which gave rise to a 
numerous people’s intelligentsia, continued to play an important role in 
the revolutionary struggles. In contrast, the chorbadzhii formed part of the 
apparatus of the Ottoman state and were supporters and instruments of 
Turkish rule. They were the only ones to oppose the national revolution in 
all its manifestations openly and to the end, and to play, as a group, a 
“traitorous and anti-people role” in spite of a few positive examples of par-
ticipation in the church struggles.12 Thus for Zhak Natan it is the class of 
notables that betrayed the revolution, while the bourgeoisie is viewed more 
favorably (in contrast to the thesis that prevailed later). 

The Soviet historian and academician Nikolai Derzhavin published a 
History of Bulgaria in 1948, in which he identifies the chorbadzhii with the 
commercial bourgeoisie and ascribes to them a leading role in the church 
struggles. (He might have been influenced by Ivan Shishmanov, who de-
scribed the chorbadzhii as a “big bourgeoisie” of merchants and usurers.13) 
Apart from this class, Derzhavin also differentiates between the middle and 
petty bourgeoisie, impoverished peasants and craftsmen, and “working 
intelligentsia.”14 We will come back to his views, which had a considerable 
impact in Bulgaria during the Stalinist years. 

A discussion, or rather coordination, of the views on the classes and 
their political role took place among Bulgarian historians at the beginning 
of the 1950s, and was published in the professional journal Istoricheski 
pregled (Historical review).15 A central issue and point of contention was 
the economic character and the political behavior of the chorbadzhii as 
traditional notables, on the one hand, and of the ascending bourgeoisie as 
bearer of new economic relations, on the other. In the debate, Zhak Natan 
advocated (on the defensive) his above-mentioned view that these were 
different classes, the former tied to the old feudal order and the latter con-
nected with the new capitalist relations. 

Dimitŭr Kosev, a historian of the next generation of Marxist scholars 
with a bright future in store, launched an attack citing Derzhavin’s thesis 
that the chorbadzhii were actually not a separate class, and not a class of 
feudal landlords, but the upper layer of the bourgeoisie forming a “big 
commercial–chorbadzhii bourgeoisie.” They were engaged in trade and 
usury but also in putting-out industries, and only a few possessed land 
estates (chifliks). The “big bourgeoisie” of merchants plus chorbadzhii 
played a reactionary role during the entire Revival, even before the Cri-
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mean War (1853–1856) but especially after it. There existed in the Bulgar-
ian society of the Revival a thin layer of middle commercial–industrial 
bourgeoisie of traders and owners of putting-out factories, and a numerous 
petty commercial–industrial bourgeoisie of craftsmen, shopkeepers (bakali) 
and ambulant traders (kiradzhii). Finally, the majority of the population 
consisted of peasants.16 According to Kosev (an opponent of the “agrarian 
thesis”), the tendency in agrarian relations was for the land to pass into the 
hands of Bulgarian peasants, who possessed the bulk of the land even be-
fore the liberation and were thus independent smallholders while only a 
fraction were dependent peasants or “serfs.”17 

In his answer, Zhak Natan made the following points. There existed no 
industrial capitalism in the Bulgarian lands before the Crimean War, 
hence there was no real capitalist class (and no proletariat) but only 
craftsmen, owners of putting-out enterprises, and traders. The chorbadzhii 
class consisted of big landowners, who bought land with money earned in 
trade and usury, and of owners of capital from commerce and usury. They 
were all connected with the feudal order, the chifliks being, according to 
the author, a feudal form of land ownership, and capital from commerce 
and money lending being, similarly, a primitive feudal form of wealth. 
However, with the spread of commodity-money (i.e., market) relations after 
the Crimean War, some chorbadzhii transformed themselves into a bour-
geoisie by investing into, and becoming organizers of, capitalist forms of 
production. Thus there occurred a rapprochement and a merging of the 
interests of the chorbadzhii and the upper bourgeois layers. As for the 
peasants, Natan repeats his affirmation that the bulk of the land was con-
centrated in the hands of Turkish beys and Bulgarian chorbadzhii, hence 
scarcity of land was the central question for the peasants; moreover, a sub-
stantial part of the peasants were “serfs” (i.e., constrained to corvée work), 
another part found themselves in peasant communities, while a minority 
were autonomous smallholders.18 

Finally, a compromise position (already outlined by Natan) was elabo-
rated by some participants in this debate (e.g., Mikhail Dimitrov, and Yono 
Mitev, who was at that time a colonel). According to this view, the chor-
badzhii emerged historically in feudal conditions and were favored by the 
Turkish feudal system as brokers between the Ottoman authorities and the 
population, and as Turkish “agents” among the Bulgarians, but they did 
not enjoy feudal privileges nor did they use corvée labor in the capacity of 
chiflik-owners. Some of them eventually became involved in bourgeois– 
capitalist relations.19 
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The systematization thus yields three positions, espoused by other 
authors later on: 1) the chorbadzhii are clearly distinguishable from the 
bourgeoisie, the big bourgeoisie included, and form a separate “feudal 
class,” either as part of the Ottoman “feudal” system (as brokers between 
the authorities and the population) or directly as big feudal landowners (D. 
Blagoev, Zhak Natan, Todor Pavlov); 2) the chorbadzhii cannot be differen-
tiated from the big commercial and money-lending bourgeoisie as to occu-
pation and sources of wealth but are part of it, nor are they “feudal” 
(Dimitŭr Kosev, Ivan Snegarov, later Georgi Todorov20, Virdzhiniya Paska-
leva21, and in part Georgi Pletnyov22); 3) the chorbadzhii should be consid-
ered in dynamic terms, in which part of those who derived profits in tradi-
tional ways under the protection of the Ottoman order underwent a proc-
ess of “bourgeois transformation” (“embourgeoisement”) after the Crimean 
War and undertook modern capitalist pursuits (Zhak Natan’s rejoinder, 
with its insistence on the “feudal” quality of the earlier condition, Yono 
Mitev, Mikhail Dimitrov, later Nikolai Genchev23). One can clearly see the 
role of terminology, and especially of the term “feudal,” in the entangle-
ment of this controversy, which becomes easily solvable if one uses the 
term “traditional” or pre-capitalist instead. The main difference is whether 
the chorbadzhii were primarily big landowners (as Zhak Natan repeats 
mistakenly after Blagoev), or not. 

This controversy contains a strong ideological element connected with 
the search for an enemy class, even though the scholarly debate (in 1951) 
somewhat preceded the abrupt turn of 1953. However, clouds were already 
gathering over the heads of the bourgeoisie, as attested by a paper by Vasil 
Kolarov (a prominent Komintern functionary, then president of the Bul-
garian National Assembly) in as early as 1945.24 The ideological element 
added fuel to the controversy quite independent of historical veracity; it 
also made the problem more intractable and introduced an element of 
casuistry. Scholars continued to take a stand on the issue individually for 
decades afterwards. Finally, and quite regrettably, one can see that not only 
factual untruths but also factual truths (contained in virtually all opinions 
on the subject) lend themselves to ideological manipulation. To clarify the 
situation, a small digression is necessary. 

The chorbadzhii were placed in the role of a traditional collective 
“enemy of the people” by the revolutionaries during the Revival epoch 
itself.25 The most radical forces then succeeded in discrediting and tarnish-
ing in the press rich notables who were not as enthusiastic about the revo-
lution or who denied them sponsorship. The attitude of the organized arti-
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sans and of the intelligentsia (mainly teachers) toward the traditional chor-
badzhii was also negative. It is hard to judge the extent to which the allega-
tions, mostly regarding the appropriation of communal funds, were justi-
fied, in the heat of local power struggles between chorbadzhii and esnafi (or 
between “old” and “young” in the somewhat patriarchal terminology of 
the times). Alongside rightful protests there were certainly cases of sheer 
slander.26 The following words of Ivan Shishmanov (written in 1930) reveal 
the forces and passions that were instrumental in shaping the largely nega-
tive image of the chorbadzhii, and point to the injustice of the generaliza-
tions: 

“That is why to declare the whole class of chorbadzii inimical to national 
affairs, especially during the Revival epoch, is a glaring historical injustice. 
There were, of course, in earlier and in later times, monsters and national 
apostates among them as well, but they were not the rule. [...] The later 
humiliation of the word “chorbadzhiya,” which came to stand for blood-
sucker and traitor, is largely due to the class struggles between the petty 
and the big bourgeoisie, and to the political struggles between evolutionists 
and revolutionaries, between old and young, conservatives and radicals, 
and it carries with it the traits of every impassioned social ferment, namely, 
subjectivity and excess.”27 

The negative image of the chorbadzhii was taken up after the liberation 
by the activists of the popular Liberal Party (especially former revolution-
aries such as Zakhari Stoyanov) and carried further by the socialists 
(Dimitŭr Blagoev, Georgi Bakalov, etc.) as a label for their respective ene-
mies. These symbolic struggles will be dealt with in another chapter. 

For Marxist historians in particular, connecting the chorbadzhii with the 
“feudal” order makes them more suitable for the role of retrograde class 
(in addition to being a national enemy), while the blurring of the boundary 
dividing them from the “progressive” new capitalist forces creates a prob-
lem. The reverse of the coin is the idealization of the bourgeoisie as a new 
and “progressive” class, unblemished by the Turkish order with its chor-
badzhii supporters, and a driving force in economic–social development. 
Cast in such neat and idealized (or stigmatized) images, the bourgeoisie 
and the chorbadzhii hover above the ever mixed and changing historical 
realities. 

At a certain moment, however, a new view interfered with the clear-cut 
opposition between the chorbadzhii and the bourgeoisie, in which the for-
mer stand for reaction and the latter for progress. The Communists in 
power, engaged in taking revenge upon their bourgeois enemy, projected 
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their attitude backwards onto the past. The bourgeoisie of the Revival was 
then portrayed as no less an enemy than the antiquated chorbadzhii. This 
is the context, quite independent of historical truth, of the amalgamation 
of the bourgeoisie with the hated chorbadzhii in the scholarly controversy.28 

In the same context a somewhat paradoxical thesis was formulated—that of 
the betrayal of the bourgeoisie of its own revolution. 

The thesis of the betrayal of the bourgeoisie as a whole, and not only of 
the big bourgeoisie, was declared by Vŭlko Chervenkov (as general secre-
tary of the Bulgarian Communist Party) in his notorious speech in 1953.29 

It was then phrased in even stronger words by the Communist Party intel-
lectual put in charge of the Academy of Sciences, Todor Pavlov: the bour-
geoisie rejected the role of hegemon in its own revolution and turned 
“against the people and into an anti-democratic and anti-patriotic class.” 
While it is true that during the church struggles it played a certain pro-
gressive role and was even a leader, afterwards it gradually transformed 
itself into an “opportunistic, compromising, educationalist (prosvetitelska), 
traitorous, and in the end monarcho-fascist bourgeoisie.”30 (The end is 
characteristic of the liaison between the bourgeoisie of the Revival and the 
bourgeoisie of the 1930s and 1940s.) 

Though politically traitorous, the bourgeoisie in Todor Pavlov’s view is 
economically more progressive as a bearer of new capitalist relations than 
the chorbadzhii, who are discredited by their connection with the archaic 
“feudal order.” The latter exploited the laboring urban and rural masses 
“in a typically non-capitalistic, medieval-feudal manner,” besides being 
a “product, appendage, instrument and servant of the Turkish feudal 
lords, local and central”; hence, they are conservative and reactionary, 
and a traitor and enemy of the people. Pavlov considers the possibility 
of the chorbadzhii “growing” into a bourgeoisie, but even then they could 
not become, according to him, “true and typical bourgeois-capitalists” 
because of their descent and their organic ties with the Turkish feudal 
authorities.31 

With publicistic rapture, the warrior journalist–historian Vladimir 
Topencharov carries the betrayal of the bourgeoisie back to its very incep-
tion. To cite a few characteristic passages by this author, the national apos-
tates that Paisii had in mind when calling upon them to come to their 
senses (in 1762) were the “fathers of the young Bulgarian bourgeoisie, 
which betrayed its mother tongue and its people while still in diapers” and 
was “in complete accord with the Turkish feudal assimilators and the 
Greek bedpans of the assimilators.” And again: 
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“This is an innate deformity that will accompany it all its way. The na-
tional liberation movement will have to take the bourgeoisie in tow in its 
own revolution to the very end.”32 

Toward Rehabilitation 

Thanks to the efforts of a number of historians, the above-mentioned 
“thesis” was overcome in the course of time and the bourgeoisie was 
gradually vindicated (and, to a certain extent, the chorbadzhii as well). It is 
interesting to see how this was done. The breakthrough, at least officially, 
occurred during the celebration of the hundredth anniversary of the April 
uprising in 1966. The “amnesty” ran along several lines. The suspicion of 
betrayal was first lifted from the petty and the middle bourgeoisie, that is, 
the comparatively mass layer of craftsmen, shopkeepers, and petty traders.33 

Another line of vindication (apart from “caliber”) took time into consid-
eration—the progressive role of the bourgeoisie of any size was acknowl-
edged for the period before the Crimean War (1853–1856), that is, before 
the appearance of the radical revolutionary trend (thus restoring the older 
socialist ideas of Blagoev in particular). In fact, the positive role of the 
bourgeoisie for the earlier part of the Revival had not been disputed even 
before, but now it came to be emphasized as an important merit. Finally, 
and following from the previous point, the merits of the bourgeoisie in the 
educational and church struggles were recognized, as well as some services 
for the revolution performed by individual activists, and by the class as a 
whole in the capacity of a genitor of revolutionaries.34 This presents, of 
course, an implicit retreat from the extreme revolutionary (“Jacobean”) 
viewpoint as a criterion for assessment. 

It should be noted that when a certain social stratum is vindicated, it is 
considered implicitly as entirely “progressive” (“revolutionary,” or gener-
ally “good”) and not investigated further for “traitors.” Once the progres-
sive role of the petty bourgeoisie, and later of the middle bourgeoisie, was 
accepted, nobody looked for “traitors,” “opportunists,” “wavering” or sim-
ply indifferent people in their milieus. There are only positive and negative 
classes, and collective heroes and villains in the Marxist narrative of the 
Bulgarian historical drama. 

The slight irony of these observations is not meant as an underestima-
tion of the revisionist efforts. Under the conditions of totalitarian rule and 
strong ideological control, the revision involves an element of civic courage 



120 THE MAKING OF A NATION IN THE BALKANS 

in challenging the dinosaurs of Stalinism and the ever vigilant party cen-
sorship over scholarship. But things are not that simple either, and it is not 
easy to see who was standing for what in such controversies. What matters 
is not just what is new in them, but also who is advocating it, and for what 
reasons. A certain knowledge of the institutional structures of both the 
scholarly bureaucracy and the ideological party organs at the time 
(admittedly, inter-penetrating) is required in order to see who had the 
“authority” to state a certain view or thesis (whatever its content), and who 
was in disfavor and came under attack whatever he or she suggested. One 
can note most generally that, as in the Soviet Union, the “reformed” Acad-
emy of Sciences (and the Institute of History in particular) were used as 
instruments for the transformation of the field of history in the desired 
direction. The creation of “collectives” to work on an official “academic” 
history of Bulgaria was another means. Furthermore, dogmatic authors 
also revised the old theses from time to time and rearmed themselves with 
new ones; new doctrinaires fought with old ones for a place under the sun 
(and may even have felt like combatants for the Truth). Finally, personal 
qualities also matter, sometimes a great deal. It may happen that a person 
occupying a high scholarly–administrative office and in charge of the 
“official line” is quite tolerant of other opinions (and even protective of 
their proponents), as the “doyen” of historians, Dimitŭr Kosev, seems to 
have been.35 It is very hard indeed, and sometimes quite impossible, for a 
later observer to ascertain under such conditions the source (and priority) 
of a new idea in the scholarly exchange, much of which, to complicate 
things even further, remained oral. 

Unfortunately, most of the scholarly tenets in these debates, together 
with their corrections, seem too doctrinal to a freer scholarship. This is 
partly due to the rather general and formulaic style of expression (e.g., as 
when classes are ascribed attitudes and behavior as a “collective subject”), 
partly to the strong evaluative element, but also, partly, because the correc-
tions acquire full significance only given an obligatory initial tenet or way 
of posing the problem, and remain somehow tied to it, being more correct 
in relation to it. The debates are also marred by the assumption of a single 
and unitary historical Truth on each question, and by intolerance to con-
siderable “deviations” in opinions and even more to the posing of the 
problem in other ways. Conceiving of the truth as “objective” in the flat 
epistemological sense of somehow coinciding with historical realities, 
hence unambiguous and independent of the position of observation, only 
adds to the bitterness of the debates. There is hardly any understanding of 
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the influence of the (social or political) perspective and of the theoretical 
frame upon the representation and the assessment, rarely any problemati-
zation of the basic operational concepts that carry value judgments (e.g., 
the notion of “bourgeoisie” or “revolution”), and self-reflexivity, too, is in 
short supply. Still, one may observe a considerable degree of sophistication, 
especially in later debates, and a rhetorical and casuistic quality that comes 
from arguing one’s own historical picture as the “true” one, without re-
vealing the assumptions and biases of one’s position. 

The reappraisal of the big bourgeoisie, and of its directly political role 
in particular, continued into the 1970s. One can point to the preceding 
revisionist efforts of Nikolai Genchev, Hristo Gandev and others. According 
to Gandev the very fact of foreign domination made the Bulgarian big 
bourgeoisie more patriotic and democratic in its attitudes. It stood at the 
head of its people in a position of political authority and took part in the 
national liberation movement, though to varying degrees and with differ-
ent approaches. The bourgeoisie was represented in the whole range of 
political trends, the most “leftist” included, on a more massive scale by its 
younger generations as well as by individual bourgeois intellectuals who 
had chosen the calling of revolutionary leaders, such as Rakovski, Kara-
velov, and Botev.36 Such a notion of “representation” is a great advance on 
the previous en bloc treatment of the bourgeoisie or of its breaking down 
into smaller blocks (big, middle, petty bourgeoisie) with homogeneous 
behavior. 

An important landmark is the discussion of the political attitudes of the 
bourgeoisie, published in Istoricheski pregled in 1977. “Stimulated” from 
above as every such discussion, it had the purpose of updating the field 
and consolidating a mainstream opinion. I will consider this debate in 
more detail as it demonstrates not only the changing views but also the 
structure of arguments and the way of thinking. 

The signal was given with a paper by Yono Mitev (a colonel turned histo-
rian), which aimed at correcting the thesis of the “counter-revolutionary 
role” of the big bourgeoisie during the April uprising—previously advo-
cated, by the way, by him.37 As the author points out, the Bulgarian big 
bourgeoisie was not particularly favored under Turkish military-feudal 
despotism and was actually treated badly; it suffered from the general state 
of lawlessness (brigandage, bribery and the arbitrariness of officials), which 
hindered its capitalist activities. Thus its interests dictated the overthrow of 
foreign domination and the establishment of a state of its own, where it 
would be the ruling class. Yono Mitev then proceeds to enumerate the serv-
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ices to the armed struggles performed by the big bourgeoisie in emigration, 
and especially by the conservative “Old” from the émigré colonies in Bu-
charest and Odessa, for example, material support for dispatching armed 
chetnik bands into the country, etc. As for the big bourgeoisie living in the 
Ottoman capital Istanbul, he separates the group of “counter-
revolutionaries” (i.e., those who took a stand against the April uprising) 
from those who had views similar to those of the “Old” in Bucharest. The 
foreign political orientation of the “Old” toward Russia can hardly in-
criminate the big bourgeoisie (besides, the national revolutionaries also 
counted on Russia). The conclusion of the author is that, with the excep-
tion of the one sub-group in Istanbul, the others played “generally speak-
ing” a positive role, and “objectively speaking” assisted the national revolu-
tion.38 Yono Mitev’s paper is a good example of a dogmatic way of fighting 
dogmatic tenets (in this case, his own). 

The debate on his paper was opened by the very prominent and 
“authoritative” Dimitŭr Kosev, who insisted on his previous view that the 
big bourgeoisie took part in, and led, the peaceful legal struggles but took 
a stand against the “underground” armed political struggles of the 1870s 
and promoted the ideology of “educationism” (prosvetitelstvo), that is, de-
velopment by peaceful means, and by education in particular. While Kosev 
takes care to disagree with the “counter-revolutionary role” of the big 
bourgeoisie, he also reacts against the methods of refuting his standpoint, 
namely, by citing isolated counter-examples of the big bourgeoisie assisting 
the revolution.39 Among other things, this presents us with a chance to see 
how “rule” and “exceptions” function in proving a given thesis, with ex-
amples figuring on one side or the other according to convenience (and 
there is the possibility for them to change places “dialectically,” with the 
exceptions being elevated to a rule, while instances of the previous “rule” 
are degraded into “exceptions”). 

One can see this same strategy applied by Veselin Traikov in the same 
discussion in favor of the “good cause,” that is, provided we accept as 
good the dissenting idea that the big bourgeoisie was also patriotic and 
nationalist. The author cites a number of examples from various Balkan 
peoples, where bourgeois circles connected with the economy of the 
Ottoman Empire, and even with backward forms of this economy such 
as tax farming, were not necessarily enemies of the liberation move-
ment.40 

Rumyana Radkova points to another “positive link” (though mediated) 
between the bourgeoisie and the national revolutionary movement. This is, 
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namely, the Bulgarian secular intelligentsia, which originated mostly from 
the burgeoning bourgeoisie and was also dependent on its material support 
for receiving education and for the funding of its subsequent activities. In 
its turn, the intelligentsia became the creator and disseminator of the na-
tional ideology and supplied the national liberation movement with lead-
ers. The author points out that the ideological differentiation among the 
intelligentsia was not a function of descent alone but of a multitude of 
factors that could send descendants of the big commercial–industrial 
bourgeoisie into the revolutionary–democratic camp.41 

Another participant in the discussion, Krumka Sharova, expressed her 
dissatisfaction with (Yono Mitev’s) posing the question of the role of the 
bourgeoisie as an alternative—as either revolutionary or counter-
revolutionary. She argued against “going from one extreme to the other” 
and put forward the third possibility of it being non-revolutionary without 
being counter-revolutionary. According to her, the differences in views 
among the bourgeoisie depended not so much on place of residence 
(within the country or abroad) as on internal social differentiation. The 
various layers exhibited different attitudes because they did not suffer to 
the same extent from Ottoman domination. The chorbadzhii (considered by 
the author as part of the big bourgeoisie) were actually in a privileged posi-
tion and opted for the status quo; the rest of the big bourgeoisie had a 
stable economic position and profited from the markets of the empire, 
hence it did not take part in revolutionary activities (though it took the 
lead in previous educational and church struggles); the middle and the 
petty producers and traders were in a more precarious position and were 
accordingly most radical in their political ideas.42 To sum up a long argu-
ment, taking the tripartite scheme of the bourgeoisie as a given, the author 
exploits to the full the possibilities of differentiating between attitudes and 
roles in the various domains of the national effort in accordance with the 
“caliber” of the bourgeoisie. 

When summarizing the debate in another paper in search of a consen-
sus, Krumka Sharova adds a time dimension as well, taking into still finer 
focus the attitudes of the big bourgeoisie before the Crimean War, during 
the 1860s and 1870s. The conclusions are that on the earlier stage of the 
national revolution, the big bourgeoisie took part in the liberation move-
ment (wars, revolts, conspiracies, etc.), while in the 1860s it opted for a 
peaceful “evolution” and diplomacy, and in the 1870s it betrayed outright 
the revolution “in some places” (i.e., in some localities of the April upris-
ing). Concerning the middle bourgeoisie, the author makes the telling 
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reservation that it took part in the revolutionary movement of the 1870s 
“only to an extent.”43 (The petty bourgeoisie had long been acquitted and 
seen as revolutionary.) The problem with predicating political attitudes 
entirely on class status here and in similar attempts is that it is largely pre-
conceived and contains an a priori revolutionary bias in favor of the lower 
classes (while, empirically, those in a more precarious position may be less 
revolutionary). Not that empirical “examples” are lacking, but they are 
highly selective and easily manipulated in the “rule” and “exception” fash-
ion mentioned above. 

In still another turn of the debate, after expressing his disagreement 
with the total “amnesty” (the term is his) of the big bourgeoisie, Hristo 
Hristov used the occasion partially to exculpate the chorbadzhii to the 
point of affirming their participation in some revolutionary activities. He 
sounds, somewhat paradoxically, as if cleansing the chorbadzhii from the 
bad reputation of the bourgeoisie (instead of vice versa).44 

One can note the inflation of the term “bourgeoisie” in this controversy 
and in Bulgarian Marxist historical scholarship in general. This occurs by 
an imperceptible gliding from the older and more traditional (early mod-
ern) meaning of “town dwellers” (urban class, burghers), consisting of 
artisans, shopkeepers, traders, etc., to a modern notion of “bourgeoisie” 
implying industrial production and modern conditions of life in general. 
The substitution is all the easier as “industry” (promishlenost) also has an 
older and more traditional (proto-industrial) meaning in Bulgarian. This 
amounts to thinking of an earlier (less developed) society in terms of a later 
(more developed) one—an obvious “modernization.” Moreover, a Marxist 
usage of “bourgeoisie” introduces inadequate theoretical constructs and 
value attitudes to the study of the Bulgarian Revival. 

Tsvetana Georgieva is among the few historians who questioned the cri-
terion of belonging to the bourgeois class. She notes that one can speak of 
a real bourgeoisie in a Marxist sense only where a bourgeois type of prop-
erty is available (she probably has full and guaranteed private property in 
mind) and super-value is extracted by the exploitation of free waged labor. 
Given that, the majority of the Bulgarian peasants until the liberation, 
hence the majority of the population, did not constitute a bourgeoisie both 
because of the character of their property (supposedly “feudal”) and be-
cause peasants did not exploit anybody except themselves. But the author 
stops short of applying the definition to the Bulgarian town dwellers of the 
nineteenth century. She is satisfied with tracing the descent of the revival 
bourgeoisie (after Krŭstyu Rakovski) to the big stock-raisers of the eight-
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eenth century, who contained “potentially” the “progressive bourgeois 
tendencies” of Bulgarian society.45 

Hristo Hristov also posed disturbing questions about the class structure 
of the Bulgarian society of the Revival, for example, whether the peasant 
majority represented a petty bourgeoisie; whether the big bourgeoisie was 
capitalist (in the Marxist sense of enriching itself on super-value); whether 
the Bulgarian society as a whole was bourgeois in its character; and where, 
in that case, is the antagonistic working class.46 The very fact that such  
questions were posed from a doctrinal author with simple ideas about class 
makes the implied negative answers still more alarming. In his frank re-
sponse Hristov emphasized the predominantly pre-modern (commercial 
and usurious) character of the Bulgarian bourgeois class, the fact that it 
was not connected with “only” a capitalist mode of production, that the 
capitalist elements had just sprung into existence, and that the society as a 
whole was still not bourgeois. But he does not draw inferences for the 
“bourgeois revolution.” 

How is a “bourgeois revolution” possible in the absence or weakness of 
a modern bourgeoisie?47 Some authors were aware of the problem and 
tried to deal with it. In a different context, Nikolai Genchev explains the 
failure of the April uprising by referring to the “anemia” of the bourgeoi-
sie (although the uprising is, for him, an attempt at national liberation in 
the first place, and only then a “bourgeois revolution”).48 More generally, 
one can blame the failure of the “bourgeois revolution” on the weakness of 
the bourgeoisie. The point is that in so doing one does not put the exis-
tence of a “bourgeois revolution” in doubt. 

Konstantin Kosev seems to have wrestled more desperately than any 
other historian with the problem of a bourgeois revolution in an economi-
cally and socially underdeveloped society. His original “solution,” men-
tioned in the previous chapter, effected a logical inversion: instead of prov-
ing the development of capitalist relations (and of a strong bourgeoisie) in 
order to explain the revolution, he inferred capitalism and the bourgeoisie 
from the revolution (itself taken as a fact); the failure of the revolution in 
the form of the April uprising shows simply that the bourgeoisie was still 
not strong enough.49 

In a recent book, Kosev makes yet another coup de force in treating the 
question of social structure during the Revival. In his view, the bourgeoisie 
was the only class formation in Bulgarian society comprising, in fact, the 
bulk of the people with the exception of a layer of “pauperized elements” 
(agricultural laborers, apprentices, journeymen, hired workers, the poor). 
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Like the “third estate” on the eve of the French Revolution, Bulgarian 
society consisted of peasants, craftsmen and traders, who “acquired a 
qualitatively new essence under the impact of the growing bourgeois ten-
dencies”—namely, they lost their medieval character and swelled the ranks 
of a bourgeoisie in the process of formation.50 We are thus left with a magi-
cal and logically tautological bourgeois transformation under the pressure 
of “bourgeois tendencies.” 

The widely accepted formula that the Russo-Turkish war (of 1877/8) 
played, for the Bulgarians, the role of a bourgeois revolution (besides 
bringing liberation) makes, in fact, the “bourgeois revolution” do without a 
bourgeoisie. The thesis of the “betrayal” by the bourgeoisie of its revolu-
tion and the taking up of the task by other classes says the same in another 
way. According to this solution, it is left to other forces to accomplish the 
work of “progress.” No attention is given to the fact that the whole retro-
spective interpretation of the Revival as an epoch of the maturing of the 
bourgeois revolution becomes unconvincing. 

The controversies regarding the bourgeoisie considered so far were par-
alleled by a reappraisal of the role of the traditional notables in public life 
during the national revival. Instrumental in normalizing the views was the 
more neutral conceptualization of the chorbadzhii as a primarily adminis-
trative (instead of class) category—persons fulfilling an office in the Bulgar-
ian communal councils (obshtina). It was introduced, or rather reintro-
duced, by Hristo Hristov. It thus became possible to account for the fact 
that the chorbadzhii were socially heterogeneous; that they were sometimes 
connected with the older “feudal” activities (i.e., the collection of taxes, 
usury) and sometimes belonged to the new bourgeois classes; that they 
expressed the interests of various social groups and, alongside those 
(“Old”) who were loyal to the Turkish authorities and to the Greek Patriar-
chy, there were also “new” chorbadzhii recruited from among the artisans 
and traders who headed the struggles for Bulgarian bishops; that the rural 
chorbadzhii were simply richer peasants; that although the chorbadzhii 
mediated between the Turkish authorities and the population, as function-
aries of the local self-government, they supported the national revival (by 
taking care of the schools and churches, though rarely by taking part in 
armed struggles); that the chorbadzhii played a different role before the 
Crimean War and in the changed conditions of the national movement 
afterwards, etc.51 

The lawyer Stefan S. Bobchev, himself the descendent of a chorbadzhii 
family, was the first to consider systematically (in 1938) the various mean-
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ings of the word chorbadzhi and to describe the activities of these notables. 
He points to a generalized and metaphoric meaning of the word, that is, a 
well-to-do and influential person, a notable, elder, and, most broadly, head 
(master) of the house, who hosted the Turkish civil servants touring the 
country; this meaning derives from the soup (chorba) cook in the Turkish 
army. The author also points to a later, narrower meaning, namely, a per-
son fulfilling a public (communal) function and acting as a broker between 
the Turkish authorities and the population, being responsible for the col-
lection of taxes and the allotment of corvée tasks in particular. As pointed 
out by Bobchev, the chorbadzhii were a motley bunch of people. Some 
defended the population before the Turkish authorities and did charitable 
work for the poor and for people in distress. There were those among them 
who performed great services in “people’s affairs” (i.e., the national cause), 
for example by making donations to schools and churches, taking part in 
the church struggles, etc. But there were also unworthy people who mis-
managed communal affairs and misused their position for personal gain. 
Still, the vilifying of the chorbadzhii as “bloodsuckers” of the people, first 
by Rakovski and then by other revolutionaries, was an injustice. It was 
justified to an extent with regard to chorbadzhii with public functions, who 
confused tax accounts—whether on purpose or by mistake—especially after 
the Crimean War, when the population was burdened with many new or 
emergency taxes. But it was easier to blame the mediators than to protest 
directly against the Turkish authorities.52 

Coming back to the Communist period, the partial “amnesty” of the 
chorbadzhii was greatly helped by considering the services and merits of 
particular personalities in particular places. This is the strategy employed 
by Georgi Pletnyov in his numerous works on the chorbadzhii in the region 
around the town of Tŭrnovo. The author reveals the great role of notables 
in organizing the military defense of the communities (back in the “Time 
of Troubles”) and in protecting the population from Turkish arbitrariness, 
as well as in setting up schools and churches, and participating in con-
spiracies and armed revolts (especially before the Crimean War, when they 
constituted an undisputed local elite).53 

The chorbadzhii are presented in a still more sympathetic light by the 
same author in a book that appeared after 1989 under the telling title The 
Chorbadzhii and the Bulgarian National Revolution. The author regards 
them (following Hristo Hristov) as cross-class, socially motley functionaries 
of the local self-government. He considers their contribution to the various 
currents of the “national revolution”—education, church struggles, and 
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armed revolts—and gives them a generally high grade, though differenti-
ated as to period and lower for the time after the Crimean War, when many 
of them succumbed to “Turcophile” (i.e., pro-Turk) ideas, and to legalism 
(or sultan legitimism). Characteristically, the author puts himself in the 
shoes of the chorbadzhii in order to explain why, from their point of view 
(as communal functionaries and rich people), the revolt was unnecessary 
and harmful, and only the reform of the empire was good; moreover, 
(peaceful) “evolutionism” is presented as a more realistic assessment of the 
balance of forces. Now that high class status is no longer incriminating, the 
chorbadzhii are identified again to a great extent with the big (and middle) 
bourgeoisie in a social sense and as to political preferences (evolutionism, 
reliance on Russia for liberation).54 

The vindication of the chorbadzhii, especially in the role of communal 
functionaries, is carried still further by the sociologist Milena Stefanova. 
Their role prior to the Crimean War is judged as indisputably positive, 
although less so afterwards, when they were attacked by the new social 
forces—craftsmen, the intelligentsia of teachers, and the revolutionaries. 
The defense of the chorbadzhii includes sympathy with their delicate posi-
tion as mediators between the Ottoman authorities that required legiti-
mism, and the growing claims of the local population—rather like being 
“between hammer and anvil.” A separate chapter is devoted to the treat-
ment of the chorbadzhii in the Revival newspapers, which the author finds 
generally unjust. Finally, she recommends that the “institution” of the 
chorbadzhii be regarded as a forerunner and antecedent of the institution 
of mayor, a valuable source of knowledge about the tradition of Bulgarian 
self-government that has become very relevant in view of democratization 
after 1989. To cite her words sounding as a “policy recommendation”: 

“In the present period it might not be superfluous to cast a glance 
backwards to history in order to draw a lesson from the will of our forefa-
thers in preserving the Bulgarian spirit. And we should know that they 
were realizing their plans in the framework of the Bulgarian communes. 
The Bulgarian chorbadzhii were among the major actors in the communes. 
Let us draw a lesson from them. For good and for bad.”55 

Ironically, the chorbadzhii, so hated before, end up as a positive example 
of self-government functionaries in today’s democratizing society. 

The chorbadzhii pose an important methodological problem: can they 
be conceived of as a social group or class, implying at least a common out-
look and common interests, if not group loyalties, solidarity and a degree 
of cooperation? One pole is presented by the Marxist approach of aggregat-
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ing individuals in large groups (classes) and of exaggerating supra-local 
homogeneity, cohesion, and group solidarity. This also satisfies the need 
for a clear-cut class enemy. However, the chorbadzhii are a very strange 
class precisely from a Marxist point of view, given the heterogeneity of 
their economic basis and the fact that they cannot easily be distinguished 
from the bourgeoisie. They have also been presented as a social stratum, 
that is, something “less” than a class, for example, by Nikolai Genchev.56 

The (consciously sought for) effect of this treatment within the Marxist 
framework is that it somehow downplays the significance attributed to 
them. 

At the other pole is the approach that presents the chorbadzhii as sepa-
rate individuals with little in common, as in the following statement (from 
the pre-Communist epoch) by Dimitŭr Strashimirov: 

“There is no such thing as an estate of chorbadzhii. This is a category of 
separate individuals that occupied a position in accordance with the local 
conditions in a bigger or smaller town, or in a village, everyone according 
to his bad character or his personal preferences. This is a dispersed and 
local element. Nothing but isolated persons.”57 

As has been demonstrated, chorbadzhii is actually an umbrella concept 
that covers figures from various epochs and of different description: the 
older self-willed sheep dealers (collectors of the tax on sheep, owners of 
large sheep flocks, traders in sheep), with their armed retinues and bra-
vado gestures; authoritative elders and self-willed local dignitaries in a 
patriarchal society; the functionaries of the communes following the intro-
duction of a measure of local self-government by the Ottomans; and, most 
generally, influential rich people (regardless of how they made their wealth 
and of their personal qualities and public merits).58 

The word chorbadzhiya has been the subject of an evolution, in the 
course of which it has pointed to different referents and absorbed corre-
sponding value attitudes. It is precisely the lack of clarity and the elasticity 
of meaning that have made the word so convenient as a stigma. Leaving 
aside historical veracity, the chorbadzhii have taken the role of enemy of 
the nation, the people, the poor, etc. in the discourses of revolutionaries, 
populists, and socialists (and even today the word is used in everyday life to 
refer to a person, somewhat ironically, as a “big shot”). This is a prime 
example of a “historical term” not extinguished by time but dragged along 
and implicated in present-day realities, epoch after epoch. Later discourses 
are modeled on earlier ones, already divorced from realities, but with a 
stigmatizing effect. For this reason it is hard to neutralize and use the term 
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in historical scholarship, which has itself misused the word grossly while 
claiming a “scientific” status. Even when such an attempt is made, as in 
some of the recent works cited, one can hardly accept it without irony, 
knowing its “career.” It would be better to replace the term with a more 
neutral one, such as “notables” or “elders,” but the clarification would 
refer back to the previous regrettable state of affairs. Maybe one should 
just leave it to the pragmatic influence of the new market and democratic 
conditions to “rehabilitate” the term from negative connotations, or at 
least restore the ambivalence accompanying the bearers of wealth and 
power in the midst of a generally poor and egalitarian public. 

The Peasants 

The vast majority of the Bulgarian population during the epoch of the 
national revival were peasants. While “bourgeois” authors were not very 
much interested in the peasants, they are reserved a special place in the 
Marxist schemes of the 1930s and the 1950s. They are the collective 
(somewhat anonymous) hero that suffered most severely under Turkish 
feudal oppression, both under the earlier feudal fief system and on the big 
land estates (chifliks). In some versions, the peasants feature as serfs until 
very late (up to the abolition of the fief system in the 1830s). According to 
the agrarian thesis considered previously, on the eve of the liberation they 
were in a process of losing their land, or were experiencing “land hunger.” 
From their being most oppressed, the role of the peasants as the “main 
driving force” in the national revolution is inferred (first by Georgi Baka-
lov and Zhak Natan).59 The Communist general secretary Vŭlko Cher-
venkov defined the bourgeois–democratic revolution itself as peasant be-
cause of the betrayal of the bourgeoisie, which made the peasants stand 
out as the “main driving force,” led by the “people’s intelligentsia,” of 
peasant descent itself.60 

The years of the “cult of personality” were crowned by an academic two-
volume “History of Bulgaria” (1954), for which a special “model” was first 
worked out under the guidance of Todor Pavlov in the capacity of president 
of the Bulgarian Academy of Sciences. Contained within it is a phantasma-
goric description of the unbearable situation of the peasants under the 
feudal oppression of the Turkish military fief owners (sipahi) during the 
eighteenth century. According to the authors, the peasants had to pay at 
least 41 taxes to the sipahi, the local administration, the treasury, and the 
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Greek Church. Besides, they were subject to total arbitrariness and severe 
repression by tax collectors, as well as arbitrary mobilization and requisi-
tions in times of war.61 The unbridled imagination of the authors was 
ironically assisted by the Communist repression of the peasants during the 
ongoing “collectivization” and the forced deliveries and requisitions. 

There were, however, different opinions around that time as well. Thus 
we have seen Dimitŭr Kosev earlier holding to the view (in the discussion 
in 1951) that the peasants were personally free in their majority, and that 
they possessed land of their own and were actually smallholders. Views on 
the peasants became realistic in the works of Hristo Gandev and of the 
Ottomanist scholars Vera Mutafchieva, Strashimir Dimitrov, and Bistra 
Tsvetkova.62 The main points already mentioned in another context are 
hereditary land tenure; the possibility for the peasant to sell his land and 
move to another place; practically no serfdom (some corvée work but no 
personal dependence); the development of big, semi-capitalist land estates 
during the nineteenth century alongside the conditional sipahi fief, but 
only in some regions; the revocation of the sipahi fiefs from 1832 onwards 
through the 1840s, resulting in the predominance of free peasant land 
ownership; the passing of the greater part of the land into the hands of the 
Bulgarian peasants who cultivated it; the movement of Bulgarians down 
from the mountainous regions where they had previously found refuge 
into the plains in the last decades prior to the liberation, etc. 

The Intelligentsia 

The intelligentsia receives an occasional mention by earlier authors. Liter-
ary historians were primarily interested in outstanding personalities— 
monks, priests, writers, and eventually teachers as a professional group, 
although they rarely treated the intelligentsia as a whole. The question of 
the public role of the intelligentsia is of special significance, all the more 
so as the idea of a national mission was widely shared by the men of the 
Revival itself. A number of earlier authors recognize the prominent public 
role and national leadership of the intelligentsia. Stefan Bobchev, for ex-
ample, enumerates the major driving forces of the struggles of the Revival 
in the following succession: from the chorbadzhii through the priests to the 
craftsmen with their guilds, and finally to the teachers.63 The intelligentsia 
is defined in terms of its public role and its duty to guide and enlighten the 
people by authors under the influence of Russian populism (narodni-
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chestvo). Some contrasted the intelligentsia of the Revival, unified by the 
national ideal, with the division of the post-liberation intelligentsia between 
parties and ideologies.64 The nationalist Right in the 1930s evoked the 
image of the intelligentsia as a (spiritual) leader of the Bulgarian people 
during the Revival in their calls for a “new Revival.”65 The idea that the 
intelligentsia provided the national revolution with leadership was also 
expressed by the leftist sociologist Ivan Hadzhiiski in a work on the April 
uprising.66 

In a popularizing history of Bulgaria published in 1947, Hristo Gandev 
presents the young Bulgarian intelligentsia descended from the middle and 
lower classes, and especially the teachers, as the main revolutionary force 
in the end phase of the Revival. Its radicalization is explained by the 
author with reference to its more developed political consciousness but also 
to its material hardship and proletarianization, and the absence of condi-
tions for applying its qualifications in the Ottoman Empire—hence the 
attraction of the ideal of an independent Bulgarian state with administra-
tive, economic, and cultural institutions of its own. The “materialistic” 
explanation here sounds stronger than the “idealistic” one. A second revo-
lutionary group in this account was formed by the political émigrés, who 
worked together with the intelligentsia of teachers to organize politically 
the peasants and the lower urban strata.67 

The intelligentsia posed a special problem for Stalinist (Chervenkovist) 
historians. While it was clear that the intelligentsia (educated priests in-
cluded) took the lead in the educational and church struggles, there was 
the all-important question of its participation in armed revolutionary 
struggles. That it had a very important contribution in that respect, too, 
was not doubted. But the doctrinal problem is that, not constituting a basic 
class (or a “class” at all), it can hardly be the hegemon (the leading force) 
of the revolution. Besides this scholastic consideration, it would be embar-
rassing for a Communist regime, deriving its legitimacy from the “working 
class” (or the “people”) and viewing the intelligentsia with (Leninist) dis-
trust, to laud it too much. Interestingly, Vŭlko Chervenkov allowed the 
intelligentsia to stand at the head of the national “peasant revolution,” but 
by default—as a result of the betrayal of the bourgeoisie, the absence of a 
working class with a party, and the insufficiently organized artisans—and 
he took additional care to describe it as “the most progressive part” of the 
“people’s intelligentsia,” itself of peasant stock.68 

In his work on the April uprising many years later (1975), Hristo 
Gandev touched upon the relationship between the intelligentsia and the 
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revolution again. He pointed to the fact that many Bulgarian professional 
revolutionaries came from the intelligentsia, recruited in its turn from the 
younger male generations of craftsmen and traders. In the April uprising 
in particular, the bourgeoisie was represented by its younger educated 
generations, who actually “made the events.”69 Similar views, though less 
generalized and explicit, can be found in certain works on the teachers and 
their role in the national revolution.70 

The Canadian historian Thomas Meininger is the author of a sociologi-
cal–historical work on the Bulgarian intelligentsia of the Revival. He made 
a sociological profile of it by studying the background, place of origin, 
occupation, age, sex, etc. of a sample of several hundred educated people. 
Bringing in psychology, he linked the revolutionary missionary attitude of 
the young Bulgarian intelligentsia, especially those educated abroad, with 
their idealistic upbringing and their frustration at the humiliating condi-
tions around and the indifference of the peasant masses, and, last but not 
least, their resentment at the absence of opportunities for professional 
realization in the Ottoman Empire.71 (In fact, a similar observation was 
made by Ivan Hadzhiiski in his work on the “psychology” of the April up-
rising, published in 1940.72) 

The thesis that frustrated young and educated people are more prone to 
“radicalization” is quite convincing and can be empirically confirmed. It is 
interesting that orthodox Bulgarian Marxists, always on the lookout for 
class struggle and conflict in general, refused to find them here, maybe 
because they did not recognize the intelligentsia as a “class” or because 
they could not admit such a motivation for class struggles, or simply be-
cause the struggles of “the young” and of “educated people” did not qual-
ify as sufficiently serious. A more differentiated social description of the 
revolutionaries, including (besides “class”) also age, sex, profession, civil 
status, place of residence, etc., would portray them as primarily younger 
people, males, unmarried, emigrants, coming from just a few localities, etc. 
But in leading away from what they considered important, and in revealing 
a comparatively narrow recruitment ground for the revolution, such an 
approach would have seemed crudely “reductionist” to the masters of re-
ductionism. 

The interest in the intelligentsia as a separate and very important social 
group increased especially in the 1980s, probably stimulated by a growing 
self-consciousness and the critical attitude of some historians and humani-
tarians (e.g., Nikolai Genchev, Toncho Zhechev, and the writer Georgi 
Mishev), who may have felt like heirs and successors to the intelligentsia of 
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the Revival, with its exalted sense of public mission.73 Works by Rumyana 
Radkova are also devoted to this theme,74 as are works by Angel Dimitrov 
(on the teachers in particular)75, as well as publications resulting from 
comprehensive research on the intelligentsia of the Revival under the di-
rection of Nikolai Genchev.76 Various aspects of the intelligentsia were stud-
ied, such as its social and economic background, education, professional 
structure and employment, social status, and diverse public activities. Its 
role in the national struggles attracted special attention. There is, in all 
these works, a characteristic emphasis on the missionary national role of 
the intelligentsia (idealized to a point), and one may sense a certain empa-
thy on the part of the authors. 

The Class Struggles between the Social and National 

The social struggles in Bulgarian society, identified by non-Marxist authors 
(Boyan Penev, the early Hristo Gandev), were considered at the beginning 
of this chapter. Social struggles were of special importance for the Marxist 
interpretation of the Revival, being ascribed the role of an engine of prog-
ress. But it is here that the greatest problems arose. 

There were, of course, classes in the Bulgarian society of the Revival ep-
och, in spite of its social leveling, as in every society with a certain com-
plexity and a degree of social differentiation. But social difference, and 
even social “contradictions,” do not necessarily result in struggles, espe-
cially in a predominantly traditional, patriarchal society (the relation be-
tween masters and apprentices is paradigmatic). And, most importantly, the 
fact of foreign domination entangles the social with the national aspect as 
it placed all Bulgarians in a subordinate position (as a reaya, i.e., flock) 
and reoriented their grievances toward the Ottoman rulers. The national 
mobilization also overshadowed and blurred the existing social contradic-
tions and displaced them toward the national plane. 

In the end, the idea of a (more serious) class struggle could only be res-
cued by taking it out of Bulgarian society proper and applying it to rela-
tions between the Bulgarians as a subordinate “class” (reaya) and the 
Turks (actually, the Ottoman elite) as a politically dominant master “class,” 
and between Bulgarians and Greeks (the Greek Patriarchy as a tax-
collecting authority, and the rival Greek bourgeoisie). Inter-ethnic relations 
are then interpreted as class relations. This is not without justification, 
though somewhat strange for the usual (intra-ethnic) Marxist interpreta-
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tion. The Bulgarian chorbadzhii appear as an “exploiter class,” but again 
only in so far as they supported the foreign masters and profited from their 
protection. The difficulties of a “classical” class interpretation can be illus-
trated with a few examples that characteristically mix social and national 
antagonism in various doses. 

According to Georgi Bakalov, Bulgarian history presents a history of 
“class struggle,” in which only classes and circumstances are subject to 
change. In his view, the class struggle in Bulgarian society before the lib-
eration was waged between the “third estate” of artisans, petty traders, 
peasants, and the newly created intelligentsia on the one hand, and the 
“chorbadzhii,” that is, usurers, big landowners, merchants, and bureau-
crats, supported by the Ottoman authorities, on the other. But even he 
admits that the “historical task” of the epoch consisted in the liberation of 
the “third estate” from foreign domination, hence the organization of a 
revolutionary movement for political independence.77 

Another militant Marxist author (Zhak Natan) tried to solve the issue of 
class struggle by differentiating between its form and content—national 
form, social content. To cite a passage by him: 

“The group struggle during this epoch, from its lowest to its highest 
forms, assumed, and could not but assume, a national scope and a national 
character. The struggle of the peasants against the fief holders (sipahi) and 
the chorbadzhii, and the struggle of the artisans (esnafi) against the chor-
badzhii, were simultaneously struggles against foreign domination, against 
the domination of the Ottomans. The struggle of the Bulgarians against 
Turkish domination was a social struggle in its content, national in its 
form.”78 

The interethnic aspect, that is, Bulgarian peasants against Turkish fief 
holders, thus becomes part of the social conflict while being also a struggle 
against foreign domination. Moreover, purely Bulgarian struggles, for ex-
ample, Bulgarian peasants and artisans against Bulgarian chorbadzhii, are 
fitted into the national format by stressing that the latter were supporters 
of foreign rule among the Bulgarians. 

The social contradictions and struggles are interpreted by Goran To-
dorov very clearly as contradictions between opposing ethnic–religious 
groups, in which the Bulgarians as a whole are in the position of a subor-
dinated “class”: 

“The basic class contradiction was the contradiction between, on the 
one hand, the foreign feudal class—the Turkish beys and agas, whose chief 
instrument of exploitation was the Turkish state, and the Greek Patriarchy, 
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which, during the nineteenth century, was the conductor of the interests 
and the assimilation aspirations of the Greek bourgeoisie; and, on the 
other, the mass of the Bulgarian people—all categories of peasants, crafts-
men, factory owners, and traders. The revolution had to solve exactly this 
class conflict. In this period the burgeoning Bulgarian bourgeoisie was 
part of the people’s masses in a sociopolitical sense.”79 

This author is fully consistent in pointing out that the class contradic-
tions within Bulgarian society itself remained relatively underdeveloped 
and played a subordinate role during the entire Revival epoch.80 

Among the Bulgarians themselves, social (class) struggles were waged be-
tween the traditional local chorbadzhii and the ascending artisans, shop-
keepers, and petty traders for the control of the communes and the man-
agement of schools and churches, that is, local struggles in purely Bulgar-
ian towns during the last decades of the Revival. These struggles were 
largely exaggerated and generalized in the writings of the Stalinist period. 
An example is provided by Dimitŭr Kosev. Not satisfied with the struggles 
between the “big commercial–chorbadzhi bourgeoisie” and the artisans 
organized in guilds (esnafi), he searched painstakingly for contradictions 
within the “petty commercial–industrial bourgeoisie” itself, for example, 
between masters, journeymen and apprentices.81 

Leaving aside such fictitious clashes between masters and apprentices, 
and the talk about “proletariat” (later replaced with the more realistic 
“pre-proletariat” or “urban poor”), the urban struggles were not as neat 
and structured around principles, as pointed out by a number of research-
ers (Georgi Pletnyov, Virdzhiniya Paskaleva, and Hristo Hristov).82 At the 
beginning, and until quite late, these struggles were being waged between 
the “parties” of adherents of different chorbadzhii, and eventually between 
“old” and “young” chorbadzhii with a different outlook and style, while the 
artisans entered the public arena at a later date (around the middle of the 
nineteenth century). In addition, the power struggles had a strong personal 
aspect and often damaged the conducting of public affairs. Finally, the 
Bulgarian “self-government” was actually restricted when formally ar-
ranged during the era of the Ottoman reforms and especially by the law on 
the vilayets (large administrative units) of 1865. The latter aimed at incor-
porating the Christian population into an ethnically mixed and centralized 
administrative system and discredited the local self-government from a 
national(ist) point of view. 

The sociologist Milena Stefanova has given recently a still more de-
focused and sociologically neutralized picture of the struggles in the com-
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munes.83 After the initial strife between factions of different chorbadzhii for 
the local self-government, their power was contested in the last pre-
liberation decades by the new social forces—the artisans and the intelligent-
sia (mainly teachers). The conflict basically concerned the management of 
the communal finances, now provided mainly by the artisans; the fulfill-
ment of the fiscal functions (the allotment and collection of taxes); but also 
activities in the educational field and the church question. While the chor-
badzhii were more “conservative” as a rule and wanted things to go in the 
old ways, the new forces should not be idealized as entirely principled ei-
ther; the struggle included a natural striving for power and profit, and 
recourse to dubious means—unsubstantiated accusations, newspaper cam-
paigns to discredit opponents in public opinion, etc. In the author’s opin-
ion, these struggles on a local level for the “democratization of society” do 
not warrant accusing the chorbadzhii of the betrayal of “people’s interests.” 

Especially arbitrary is the idea of a peasant class struggle against Turk-
ish fief holders (sipahi) and big Bulgarian landowners (of which there were 
few). Revolts by Bulgarian peasants in the northwestern Bulgarian lands 
during the first half of the nineteenth century are often cited as forms of 
peasant class struggle. The problem is that they were closely associated 
with local peculiarities, such as local separatism, the refusal of the gover-
nor to undo the sipahi system, the encroachment of influential persons 
upon peasant lands, and the exaction of additional taxes, in addition to 
being connected with external instigation (on the part of Serbia) in order 
to qualify as the generalized class conflict with clear-cut fronts usually 
imagined by doctrinal Marxists.84 Considerable stretching and twisting is 
necessary in the effort to make the local into the national or to give to a 
particular economic grievance the meaning of a class or national struggle. 
A typical means of rescuing the idea of class struggle in such dubious cases 
has been to define them as “spontaneous” forms of social protest. 

Hristo Gandev is, once again, the author of a realistic account of the is-
sue of classes and class contradictions. He points to the subjugation of the 
Bulgarian people as a whole and to the common liberation objective as 
factors of social and political rapprochement and solidarity between the 
bourgeois circles and the lower strata of Bulgarian society; the metaphors 
of “pressing,” “flattening out” and “cohesion” are used to describe this 
situation. Such conditions are rarely found among free peoples living in a 
polity of their own (e.g., the Russian big bourgeoisie was alienated from 
both the Russian peasants and from the intelligentsia). To argue his point, 
Gandev also stresses the close economic ties of the big bourgeoisie with 
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crafts and retail trade, as well as its recent descent from artisans and peas-
ants and its nearness to them in habits, morals, knowledge, and preju-
dices.85 

The issue of class struggle was thus deflated in the last Communist dec-
ades. Not surprisingly, it was tacitly dropped from works on the Bulgarian 
Revival written after 1989, in parallel with the emphasis on the national 
meaning. 

Vulgar Marxist Sociologism and Its Abandoning 

A vulgar sociologism under the sign of Marxism thrived in the initial dec-
ades of Communist rule in Bulgaria, in which the political trends or ideo-
logical views of a given national activist were linked with class status and 
supporting “social basis.” Taking reductionism to its extreme, the political 
groupings express totally and exclusively class interests, while the particu-
lar activists are guided in their views and political activities by class motiva-
tions alone. In its turn, class (defined mostly in terms of property) is linked 
“one to one” with political parties and ideological programs in such a way 
that a given class stratum champions distinct ideological views and sup-
ports one particular “party.” 

The founder of the Bulgarian Socialist Party, Dimitŭr Blagoev, set the 
pitch with the following description. After the success of the church strug-
gles the radical part of the bourgeois class, and especially the impoverished 
petty bourgeoisie in emigration, embarked upon a course of revolutionary 
struggle toward political liberation. This resulted in a split between 
“evolutionists” (persons around the Exarchate, chorbadzhii close to the 
Turkish authorities, part of the bourgeois class), and “revolutionaries.” 
Within the “revolutionary party” itself a further differentiation of ideo-
logical trends occurred—into “radicals” (led by Lyuben Karavelov), who 
expressed the interests of the “more well-to-do petty bourgeoisie and the 
revolutionary part of the commercial–industrial class and the peasant 
classes” on the one hand, and, on the other, “communards” (led by Hristo 
Botev) from the “impoverished and proletarianized petty bourgeois and 
peasant masses.”86 

The a priori logic here (and in Marxist authors to follow) is that the 
poorer and more impoverished a certain social layer, the more radical and 
revolutionary it will be; the poor and déclassés (the contemporary term was 
hŭshove) are the revolutionaries par excellence. It is interesting to note a 
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paradoxical agreement on this count between socialist authors and the 
most conservative “bourgeois” authors. The difference is that the latter 
thought of sinking to a lower class status as negative, while the former 
hailed the “proletarianized” people as a recruiting ground for their future 
army. 

Zhak Natan presents the class underpinnings of the political factions in 
the following way. After the Crimean War the party of the “Young” 
(meaning the organized artisans) and the party of the “Old” (meaning the 
chorbadzhii) engendered four political trends: Turcophiles (pro-Turks, i.e., 
those who wanted the preservation of the Ottoman Empire); dualists (i.e., 
those in favor of a dualist Turkish–Bulgarian monarchy); Russophiles (pro-
Russians, i.e., those expecting liberation to come from Russia); and revolu-
tionaries. The Turcophiles were chorbadzhii and the upper commercial– 
industrial class; the dualists were big and middle traders and craftsmen 
inside and outside the country; and the Russophiles were big émigré mer-
chants and owners of land estates in Romania. Finally, the revolutionaries 
were a new emigration composed of impoverished artisans and landless 
peasants, chased out of the country for their revolutionary activities but 
finding support within the country among the artisans and peasants as well 
as among the liberal fraction of the traders and industrialists and among 
the people’s intelligentsia.87 

The Soviet academician Nikolai Derzhavin detailed the class interpreta-
tion of the Bulgarian Revival to an absurd degree in his History of Bulgaria 
(published in 1948). This scheme is also interesting for its transcription of 
Bulgarian political trends in terms of the French Revolution.88 According 
to the author, the church struggles were led by the commercial bourgeoi-
sie. After the winning of church autonomy, it did not want to go further 
and the banner of the class battles was taken up by the revolutionary-
minded part of the middle and petty bourgeoisie, the impoverished peas-
antry, the impoverished part of the urban artisans (in the process of being 
ruined), and the working intelligentsia. These classes began to struggle not 
only against the semi-feudal Turkish bureaucracy and the Greek priests 
and merchants, but also against their own commercial–money-lending 
exploiter bourgeoisie—the chorbadzhii. This marks a split in the “third 
estate,” which, until then, had presented a united bourgeois front compris-
ing various social strata under the guidance of the commercial bourgeoisie 
against foreign domination. The split (into rich and poor, exploiters and 
exploited) was the result of growing class contradictions within the Bulgar-
ian bourgeoisie itself, under the impact of advancing capitalist relations in 



140 THE MAKING OF A NATION IN THE BALKANS 

the 1860s. Rakovski was the first organizer of the petty bourgeoisie, that is, 
of a block of unemployed workers from the putting-out (decentralized) 
enterprises, impoverished peasantry, artisans, petty traders and laboring 
intelligentsia, who all became class aware (as a “class for itself”) and began 
to oppose the chorbadzhii. Thus Rakovski became the first leader of the 
Bulgarian revolutionary democracy and he also worked out new tactics for 
revolutionary activities in the form of organized guerrillas (chetnitsi) to 
conduct the armed struggle against foreign political domination and the 
feudal order. 

Toward the end of the 1860s, there were three political factions among 
the Bulgarian emigration in Romania: the group of the big financial– 
commercial bourgeoisie around the “Benevolent Society” (Dobrodetelna 
druzhina) on the right-wing flank; the petty bourgeois revolutionary group 
of Rakovski, composed of guerrillas and hŭshove (i.e., outcasts, and the 
hungry, homeless poor) on the left-wing flank; and the petty bourgeois 
opportunistic group of Ivan Kasabov around the newspaper “Narodnost,” 
which presented in essence “the swamp of intelligentsia.” Expressed in the 
language of the French Revolution, the right-wing group were the Bulgar-
ian Feuillants and Girondists, the group in the middle were the Bulgarian 
Jacobins-Dantonists (the Dantonists being the opportunists in this block); 
and the group on the left were the Bulgarian left Jacobins, which united at 
this stage the Bulgarian Robespierrites (i.e., better-off petty bourgeois ele-
ments) and Hébertists (i.e., impoverished layers of the petty bourgeoisie). 

The active role in the further deployment of the Bulgarian bourgeois 
revolution passed to the left wing of the Bulgarian Jacobins, which evolved 
from the group of Rakovski. His death left the Bulgarian bourgeois revolu-
tion temporarily without a leader until it found new leaders in the persons 
of Levski, and his friends Karavelov and Botev. They brought the revolu-
tion to a climax, when the extreme leftist and revolutionary elements of the 
petty bourgeoisie—the left wing of the Bulgarian Jacobins—took over the 
arena. The revolution then became a revolution of the whole people, the 
expression of mass heroism against foreign political domination and 
against all social exploitation. 

The “Jacobin revolution,” in the form of the April uprising, was de-
feated. After the liberation of Bulgaria the reactionaries seized political 
power and grew stronger due to the rapid process of capitalist industrial 
development. But a new enemy of the bourgeoisie, in the shape of the 
working class, sprang up with the development of the forces of production 
and the sharpening of class contradictions. The new Jacobin forces heroi-
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cally carried the banner of the social revolution until the moment when 
they were able (together with the impoverished laboring peasantry) to win 
the final battle. The victory of the Bulgarian Communists, directed by their 
leader Georgi Dimitrov, over the fascist clique on 9 September 1944, 
marked the happy beginning of a solution to the social problem, one that 
Levski and Botev could only dream about. Thus far Nikolai Derzhavin. 

As one can see, the projecting of the French Revolution (in its extreme 
left, “Jacobin,” interpretation) on the Bulgarian national revolutionary 
movement results in the caricature of a primarily social revolution with 
preconceived social and political articulations. The whole construction is 
guided by the logic of revolutionizing in stages, which begins from the rich 
upper layers, who then lead a block of all classes below them (still unaware 
of their own class interests), and goes all the way down through the middle, 
lower-middle and petty bourgeois strata to the most impoverished and 
downtrodden, who are the last to manifest class consciousness of their own. 
Thus an incessant class (and, together with it, political) differentiation 
takes place, in which the “block” of the previous stage disintegrates into its 
social components in the next stage. The banner of class struggle passes to 
ever lower classes, and, along with this, there occurs a broadening of the 
front of the struggle, so that an ever growing number of classes or strata 
higher up are included among the enemy. The “good ones” here are the 
poorest and socially lowest classes, finally the déclassé and proletarianized 
elements, which are supposedly greater in number and in that way 
“democratize” the struggle, carrying it furthest (in fact, against all the 
rest). By the same token, social justice is extended to the lower classes, 
bringing a permanent solution to the “social question.” It should also be 
noted that the social revolution, thus represented, only begins during the 
Revival but continues after the (national) liberation until the Communists 
finally ascended to power. 

Another instance of the class analysis of political trends and struggles 
during the Bulgarian Revival is provided by Dimitŭr Kosev. While it is not 
difficult to recognize the influence of Derzhavin, the connection with Bul-
garian realities is closer. According to the author, the class struggle was 
waged between the big bourgeoisie, composed of merchants and chorbadz-
hii (a combined commercial–chorbadzhii bourgeoisie) on the one hand, 
and the petty commercial–industrial bourgeoisie on the other. They fought 
over the management of the communes, schools and reading rooms 
(chitalishte), as well as over the orientation of the national liberation 
movement. The last decade of Ottoman rule saw the formation of the so-



142 THE MAKING OF A NATION IN THE BALKANS 

called Old Party, advocating the interests of the big bourgeoisie and chor-
badzhii, and of the Young Party, which expressed the interests of the petty 
bourgeoisie (and the peasants). Politically, one part of the Old Party (the 
Turcophiles) favored moderate bourgeois reform and the preservation of 
the empire, while another part (the Russophiles) relied on Russia in win-
ning autonomy for Bulgaria under the supremacy of the sultan; both were 
against a revolution. The “Young” took part in the church national strug-
gles during the 1860s but then split into two—a “moderate, opportunistic” 
wing that expressed the vision of the middle and ascending petty commer-
cial–industrial bourgeoisie, and a “revolutionary–democratic” wing that 
reflected the aspirations of the declining petty commercial–industrial 
bourgeoisie and of the peasants, whose ideal was a revolution and a demo-
cratic republic. In its turn, the revolutionary–democratic wing split in the 
second half of the 1860s into a moderate and an extreme wing.89 

The detailing of the last-mentioned revolutionary wing by the same 
author reveals the following émigré formations (in Romania) in the 1860s: 
the Bulgarian Secret Central Committee (Bulgarski Taen Tsentralen 
Komitet), made up of persons posing as “Young” and revolutionary but 
who were, in fact, opportunists and preferred a compromise with the sul-
tan (as attested by their memorandum in favor of dualism); and a revolu-
tionary group of the true “Young” headed by Rakovski, reflecting the aspi-
rations of petty bourgeois milieus that felt threatened by the crisis in the 
Bulgarian handicrafts and saw their salvation in the national democratic 
revolution alone (this group would pass successively under the leadership 
of Karavelov, Levski and Botev). Alongside these moderate and radical 
factions within the revolutionary–democratic current, there existed in 
Bucharest a formation of the “Old”—the so-called Benevolent Society 
(Dobrodetelna Druzhina), composed of the big commercial bourgeoisie 
with a Russophile orientation, which was against acting without external 
help.90 

The extremes of the interpretation in terms of social class were over-
come in the course of time by the moderation of class determinism, and 
later by refusing even to make a direct connection between classes and 
political trends. The extreme revolutionary bias that went together with it 
was also softened and attenuated in various ways, for example, by taking 
circumstances and tactics into consideration. In a further and more radical 
form of reappraisal, various trends were treated in a conciliatory spirit in 
the interests of the common goal—liberation. In this way they were relativ-
ized and put on an equal footing. 
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The first to write in this sense was, to my knowledge, Hristo Gandev, in 
his work on the April uprising (the revised version of 1974). He rephrased 
the account of the national struggles in the following manner. While the 
church struggles were carried out by a “broad popular movement”— 
democratic and liberal—several views emerged later within Bulgarian soci-
ety concerning the ways and means of achieving political liberation. There 
was, first, the revolutionary–democratic trend, supported to varying de-
grees by the peasants, artisans, petty traders, intelligentsia, and the urban 
poor. It created a team of professional revolutionaries and a mass organiza-
tion, and reached its most mature revolutionary concept in the ideas and 
activities of Levski—namely, an internal uprising, organized by a network 
of “committees” and facilitated by the wars of external allies. The liberal– 
bourgeois intelligentsia took part in the revolutionary movement and even 
led its leftist wing, as attested by the political activities of Rakovski, Kara-
velov, and Botev, all of them “bourgeois intellectuals who had voluntarily 
taken the road of people’s tribunes and revolutionary leaders.” There was 
also the “bourgeois–liberal” concept of the liberation, with more support-
ers among bourgeois milieus. It relied upon concerted action with the 
already free Balkan states, but mostly on the power and assistance of Rus-
sia, although on some occasions it supported revolutionary initiatives con-
gruent with its combinations. The broad popular opinion also saw Russia 
as a great and favorable force for solving the Bulgarian question. Gandev 
speaks here of a “Russophile bloc” between the Bulgarian bourgeoisie and 
the mass of the people (which “tacitly” supported this view). Although, on 
one occasion, a dualist project originated from this trend (in connection 
with the Paris Conference of 1868), Russian help was its permanent posi-
tion. 

The two concepts of the way to liberation, with their different emphases 
(one on internal uprising with independent leadership, the other on liber-
ating action by external powers) ran parallel but could merge or clash, even 
in the behavior of a single person, depending on the conditions at a given 
time. The wavering between different positions on the part of the bourgeois 
politicians was due to their being on the lookout for better prospects and to 
their placing their hopes in one power or another. However, in public af-
fairs in the towns, in the educational field, and in church affairs, the two 
trends cooperated and worked in common toward a single objective. The 
revolutionary–democratic trend, which was engaged entirely with achieving 
liberation, had a less clear vision about the future nation state than the 
liberal–bourgeois one, with its greater diplomatic and political experience. 
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Still, according to Gandev, the dividing line between the two concepts was 
not an expression of class differences, nor were the existing differences due 
to any “basic contradictions”; such were formed only after the liberation, 
when the effect of the “pressing and cohesion” of the social layers under 
foreign rule vanished.91 

The normalization of historiography on the Revival as regards classes 
and political trends was continued by Nikolai Genchev (in 1978). He re-
frains from tying up political trends with classes, apart from the general 
role of the bourgeoisie. The church movement is characterized as “the 
most popular and most comprehensive Bulgarian movement during the 
nineteenth century,” which established the hegemony of the bourgeoisie in 
the national movement. All trends within the church movement—those 
favoring radical national action, the moderates seeking a compromise with 
the Greek Patriarchy, the Turcophiles and those oriented to the West—were 
united by their Bulgarian patriotism and the desire to solve the church 
question in the interest of the nation.92 Later during the 1860s, when the 
church question was solved, the forces of the national revolution realigned. 
There emerged two main trends—the movement for cultural–spiritual pro-
gress (of “educators–church activists”), and the political movement for 
liberation (of “politicians–revolutionaries”). But according to Genchev the 
division is “only relative,” as there were reformers and revolutionaries in 
both camps. The views depended not so much on the social-class status of 
the activists but on whether they lived in the country or outside it (which 
made them more radical), on the foreign influences upon them, and on 
purely accidental factors. As a result, activists with a similar social standing 
often found themselves in opposing political camps. In sum, the formation 
of the “parties” and of the ideological trends in the “Bulgarian revolution” 
cannot be derived mechanically from “social motives” because this was 
primarily a national revolution taking place under the impact of strong 
foreign influences.93 

An awareness of the role of circumstances on the political orientation of 
the revolutionaries is also present in its treatment by Krumka Sharova (in 
1981). The author stresses the importance of the particular historical mo-
ment and how it was assessed by the revolutionary activists and organiza-
tions when advocating a certain view or undertaking a certain political 
action—for example, “pro” or “contra” union with Serbia and Greece; 
“pro” or “contra” all-Balkan cooperation and a Balkan federation against 
the Ottoman Empire; attitudes toward Russia or toward a certain Western 
great power, etc. As Sharova points out, these attitudes were dictated by the 
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moment and should not be judged from the point of view of which one 
proved to be “historically correct.” She probably meant to say (but could 
not say at the time) that the views and attitudes of the revolutionaries 
should not be compared with the current “politically correct” standpoint 
(as was the practice), for example, the attitude of the Communist regime 
toward the Soviet Union, Yugoslavia, or toward the idea of a “Balkan un-
ion,” etc., projected back and applied in assessing the activists of the Re-
vival. 

While political circumstances changed dynamically, affecting the views 
and strategies of the revolutionaries (Sharova also allows for the effect of 
social status), they were united by a common goal—the liberation of the 
Bulgarians. To cite her: “According to their social position and the political 
circumstances they reached a different solution, but to one and the same 
question.”94 The emphasis here is characteristically on the common na-
tional goal in contrast to the emphasis on the revolutionary means by the 
hard-line Marxists considered earlier. And the effect is unifying rather than 
divisive, as when means matter most. 

In sum, from an all-important determinant of ideological–political 
views, class became one among a number of others: residence, political 
moment, tactics, influences, etc. One can perhaps note a shift in the social 
empathy shown by the historian, from identification with the lowest social 
strata (the impoverished, déclassé, and proletarianized) to sympathy with 
more well-to-do layers up the social ladder, though not the richest.95 But 
social empathy in general receded into the background. Political views 
were endorsed for their own merits by historians under the sign of an ac-
tive patriotism (nationalism). This led to a reappraisal of the political 
trends to include increasingly moderate and “legalist” ones, so that the 
various branches of the national movement became equal in importance. 
The change of attitude in historical scholarship toward the one-time 
“evolutionists” and “revolutionaries” will be considered in more detail in 
the next chapter. 
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8 Blagoev, “Prinos kŭm istoriyata na sotsializma,” 194–199. Blagoev distanced himself 

from the “theory” of the revolutionaries that divided the Bulgarian people into two 
classes—people and chorbadzhii (201–207). 

9 Georgi Bakalov,  Nashite revolyutsioneri. Rakovski, Levski, Botev. Sofia, 1924, 3–5, 13– 
15, 26–27. 
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traitorous. See Genchev, Bŭlgarsko vŭzrazhdane, 147; Genchev, “Sotsialnata struktura 
na bu ˘zrazhdaneto” Sotsiologicheski problemi, no. 6 (1980): ˘lgarskoto obshtestvo prez Vu
3–13. A similar observation has been made recently by Todev, Novi ochertsi, 91. 
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63 Bobchev, “Elensko prez vreme,” 43–44. 
64 Nikola Gabrovski, Nravstvenite zadachi na inteligentsiyata. Sofia, 1889, esp. 21–24, 

42–43; Todor Vlaikov, “Sluchaini belezhki. Po vŭprosa za inteligentsiyata ni.” Democ-
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70	 For example, Dimitrov, Uchilishteto, progresŭt. The author devotes a special chapter to 
the contribution of the teachers to the national revolution. 

71	 Thomas Meininger, The Formation of a Nationalist Bulgarian Intelligentsia, 1835– 
1878. New York and London: Garland Publishing, 1987, 394–398. The thesis is en-
dorsed by M. Palairet, who adds the alienation of the intelligentsia from the “business 
community” of craftsmen. See Palairet, The Balkan Economies, 162–163. 

72 Hadzhiiski, “Psikhologiya na Aprilskoto,” 318–319.
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CHAPTER FOUR 

Paths of the Revival and National Heroes 

The Bulgarian Revival began with monk Paisii’s Slavonic-Bulgarian His-
tory, completed in 1762 in the monastery of Zograph, which attests to the 
first stirrings of national feeling. Several decades of activities on the part of 
solitary “awakeners” ensued, after which the national endeavors intensi-
fied and branched off into separate fields: education, struggles for church 
autonomy (as a preliminary to national autonomy), and armed actions. 
With the emergence of an organized revolutionary movement in the last 
pre-liberation decade, known as the “decade of committees” (i.e., units of 
secret organization), there began an embittered polemic in the periodical 
press on the means and paths of the national movement. The three cur-
rents of national efforts were then reduced to two—reliance on peaceful, 
legal means, known as “evolutionism” (in the sense of gradualism), and the 
way of “revolution” (i.e., uprisings). The latter, especially, produced Bul-
garian national heroes. I will consider here the debates on the currents and 
heroes in the historical scholarship. 

Paisii as a Problem 

A vast amount of literature is devoted to the founder (or precursor) of the 
Bulgarian Revival—the monk Paisii of Hilendar. It ranges from scholarly 
books through popularizing brochures to fiction, as well as celebratory 
speeches. Paisii has been mentioned in earlier chapters when discussing 
the Enlightenment and romanticism among the Bulgarians. Here we will 
be concerned more centrally with problems of the interpretation of his 
epoch and his oeuvre. 

The importance of Paisii for the Bulgarian Revival was already recog-
nized in the final phase of the Revival. Marin Drinov was the first to place 



152 THE MAKING OF A NATION IN THE BALKANS 

him at its beginnings. After that, Ivan Shishmanov and Boyan Penev 
worked out important issues in the understanding of Paisii and suggested 
major lines (and contexts) for his interpretation. 

Ivan Shishmanov, the first great Bulgarian literary historian of the 
“bourgeois” (pre-Communist) epoch, ascribed to Paisii enormous impor-
tance as the progenitor of the Revival and compared him with the great 
men of the Renaissance. Initially he was fascinated by the great personality, 
capable, so it seemed, of working miracles “ex nihilo.” But influenced by 
Jacob Burkhardt’s work on the Italian Renaissance, he came to recognize 
the role of the economic factor and of the social ascent of an urban bour-
geois (burgher) class in preparing the ground for the spiritual advance. 
Within the spiritual revival itself he became aware of forerunners of Paisii, 
whom he now began to regard as “a great link in a long causal chain,” 
while defining the Revival itself as a “collective work, not of Paisii person-
ally but a product of a more or less slow social evolution.” Shishmanov 
thus posed the (“historico-philosophical”) theme of the relationship be-
tween personality, society, and economy that would concern subsequent 
researchers of Paisii. Finally, Shishmanov regarded Paisii as a historical 
personality that belongs to the whole nation, since he had shown the way to 
national formation before the split in views and ideas that occurred later.1 

The other major Bulgarian literary historian of the “bourgeois” epoch, 
Boyan Penev, pointed out that it was Paisii’s already formed national self-
awareness, a fellow feeling for the suffering of his people, and faith in its 
future that sets him apart from all his forerunners. There were, according 
to Paisii, three necessary preconditions for the awakening of the Bulgarian 
people: becoming aware of the importance of the native language as 
against the danger of Greek assimilation; becoming cognizant of the native 
land; and becoming aware of the Bulgarian historical past, which, in turn, 
justifies aspirations toward spiritual and political independence. Conse-
quently, Paisii saw as his task the awakening of a feeling for the Bulgarian 
language, and for the native land and its history as major attributes of the 
nation. Boyan Penev notes that the political tendency in Paisii’s work, that 
is, the denunciation of Turkish oppression, is weakly developed; it is im-
plied indirectly through the comparison between the glorious past and the 
unfortunate present, which might have suggested the thought of political 
freedom to the readers. The primary goal of Paisii had been to expose the 
Greek spiritual domination and to incite his compatriots against it by creat-
ing Bulgarians out of them.2 

The national message of Paisii’s oeuvre stands out more intensely in the 
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historiography of the 1930s, no doubt under the influence of the new na-
tionalism that was the spirit of the times. It left a trace even in serious 
historical scholarship, for example in a work by Mikhail Arnaudov pub-
lished in 1942, in this case less in the content (the author renders Paisii’s 
ideas quite faithfully with a sense for his epoch) than in his empathy and 
expressive style.3 The national message of Paisii is central to the more sec-
ondary historian Ivan Ormandzhiev, who puts the (implicit) political ele-
ment of that message into deep relief. Interestingly, the author makes 
Paisii’s appeals sound trans-historical and merges them with his own vision 
of the “all-Bulgarian ideal” of political liberation but also “unification” 
(with the irredenta).4 

The proliferation of shorter essays and articles of a popularizing nature 
should also be mentioned. They are expressive, metaphoric, and lofty in 
style, and sound emotionally and even ecstatically tense. The words of 
Paisii are not just rendered but freely interpreted, messages are read into 
them, and lessons are drawn. The voice of the particular author becomes 
merged with the voice of Paisii as a kind of “extension” and prolongation 
of his views or intuitions under new historical circumstances. The message 
itself acquires a crystal-clear nationalist meaning and sounds like a proph-
esy or warning addressed to the future nation. Old-fashioned cultural no-
tions of “people” are modernized in tune with newer state nationalist ideas 
and theories.5 

In the official state propaganda, Paisii became subject to still greater 
distortion not only in a nationalist but also in a clerical and monarchical 
sense. He was enlisted into the service of an authoritarian state under a 
monarch, and for a new attempt at national unification during World War 
II. Here is an example from a speech broadcast on Radio Sofia by Boris 
Yotsov, on Father Paisii’s Day (27 September) in 1942: 

“He clarifies indirectly, with all the strength of his being, the idea of the 
nation as the strongest shield for defense and thrust forward. [...] With the 
wisdom of an oracle he suggests the idea of the state, of the Bulgarian 
state, which, according to him, finds its embodiment in the figure of the 
pious and devout Czar, the guarantor of its strength and of its greatness. 
The state is unthinkable without the Czar and its destinies are linked to 
Him.”6 

The Marxist interpretation of Paisii developed in parallel to the nation-
alist trend and continued to develop afterwards, but posed entirely differ-
ent questions. Central to it is the question of class: For whom did Paisii 
speak? Whose interests did he express? In what relation did he stand to the 
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bourgeoisie that would become the leader of the national movement? And, 
concerning the content of his message: What does Paisii say directly and 
indirectly? Let us consider in more detail the answers given to these ques-
tions. 

According to Georgi Bakalov, Paisii expressed the interests of the peas-
ants and the artisans and his protest against Grecophilia was addressed to 
Bulgarian traders in the towns, who wanted to pass for Greeks and whom 
he tried to persuade to come to their senses. Thus he is the ideologue of 
the common people against oppression by the Phanariots (i.e., rich and 
influential Greeks from the Phanar district in Istanbul) but also against 
the Bulgarian renegades. Although in an indirect way, by extolling the old 
Bulgarian statehood, Paisii raised hopes for future independence. He 
stands at the beginning of both lines of the Bulgarian Revival—that of the 
Church and the educational struggles, as well as that of the political 
(revolutionary) struggles.7 (Bakalov follows Ivan Shishmanov in this re-
spect.) 

The Russian historian Nikolai Derzhavin treated Paisii (during the Sta-
linist 1940s) in crude a priori class terms as an ideologue of the young, 
ascendant, still progressive Bulgarian bourgeoisie in its struggle for na-
tional–cultural self-determination against the Greek bourgeoisie and the 
rule of the sultan. According to him, Paisii created the first political pro-
gram of the bourgeoisie and formulated the main tasks of the national 
liberation movement—a national language, national church, and national 
state.8 

Bulgarian historians followed suit. Dimitŭr Kosev considered Paisii’s 
work (in 1952) under the rubric “the beginnings of bourgeois ideology,” 
and affirmed that it was the expression of the attitudes and aspirations of 
the burgeoning Bulgarian bourgeoisie; Paisii himself is characterized as its 
first ideologue, who addressed the bourgeoisie of artisans and traders in 
particular.9 (Ten years later, Kosev partially corrected his view in order to 
take into account the absence of a bourgeoisie in the time of Paisii, and 
defined his oeuvre as the “first manifesto of the Bulgarian national revolu-
tion” to be implemented by the Bulgarian bourgeoisie later on.10) 

An extreme example of distortion and “modernization” in the spirit of 
Stalin’s precepts on the “national question” is presented by the Russian 
historian Vasilii Konobeev (in a work published as late as 1972 already 
quite outdated). According to the author, the idea of national liberation 
and the “call for the demolition of the Turkish feudal regime” found their 
first expression in Paisii’s work. The latter elaborated the first Bulgarian 
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national program by setting the following objectives for the national libera-
tion movement, “whose bourgeois–democratic character is self-evident.” 
First, cultural–national revival and a struggle for national education, 
whereby he gave expression to the ideas of the progressive young Bulgarian 
bourgeoisie but also to the “objective needs of capitalist development.” 
Second, the winning of church-national independence as a precondition 
for the spiritual emancipation of the Bulgarian people from the Greek 
Patriarchy. Third, a struggle for political independence (in contrast to 
authors who stress the primarily anti-Greek tendency of his work). In addi-
tion, Paisii demonstrated, in a peculiar form, the great potential of the 
Bulgarian lands for economic development by calling them “good and 
plentiful,” as if suggesting to the reader to ponder over the problem “What 
impedes the economic progress of the country?” Finally, Paisii’s ideology 
was objectively anti-feudal, being the first attempt to reveal the economic 
essence of the Turkish national oppression and the degree of exploitation 
of the Bulgarians.11 An outright falsification like this one somehow discred-
its any “moderation” that may come along the same lines. 

The treatment of the ideology of Paisii as bourgeois was interrupted for 
a time by the thesis of the betrayal of the bourgeoisie, projected backwards 
to the beginning of the Revival. Todor Pavlov, then in charge of the Bulgar-
ian Academy of Sciences, rejected (in 1952) the idea that Paisii’s work was 
written for the nascent bourgeoisie and affirmed instead that it was ad-
dressed to the Bulgarian urban and peasant folk—simple ploughmen, dig-
gers, and craftsmen. He characterized Paisii’s oeuvre in propaganda terms 
as “a model of goal-oriented, passionate, ideologically and politically 
pointed work,” a “mighty instrument for the awakening, organization, 
mobilization and activation of the revolutionary national and democratic 
consciousness of the Bulgarian people,” and, among other things, as “a 
model for the application of the party principle in the field of history writ-
ing.”12 

Following in his steps, the party propagandist turned historian, Vladimir 
Topencharov, affirmed (in 1959) that Paisii had addressed his call to the 
peasants and handed them “the rapier of the revolutionary struggle” (since 
the bourgeoisie betrayed its people). The national movement that began in 
the times of Paisii was grounded in the peasants, not in the bourgeoisie, 
and expressed their protest against feudalism and Turkish rule; Paisii’s 
slogan of national self-determination and sovereignty was a peasant slogan 
in the first place.13 

Topencharov places Paisii at the source of the “people’s line” of the na-
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tional–liberation movement only (in contrast to the bourgeois line of 
“infamous compromise” with feudalism and Turkish rule), to be continued 
subsequently by the “revolutionary party” of Levski, Botev, and the revolu-
tionary democrats in general.14 Hristo Hristov is another author who re-
serves Paisii for the “combative-democratic trend,” contrasted with the 
“liberal-reformist, compromising ideology of the Bulgarian commercial– 
money-lending and entrepreneurial bourgeoisie.”15 Thus we have Ivan  
Shishmanov and Georgi Bakalov regarding Paisii as a founder of both lines 
of the Bulgarian Revival, while for Topencharov and Hristov he was the 
founder of only the combatant-revolutionary line. (The opinion that he 
represents primarily the evolutionist trend was voiced by Mikhail Arnaudov 
in his book of 1942, argued with reference to the absence of conditions for 
revolutionary propaganda.16) 

The intrusion of the “peasant thesis” was repelled by Dimitŭr Kosev, 
who restored the “bourgeois” interpretation of the ideology of Paisii in 
1962 in a volume (from a conference) dedicated to an anniversary of 
Paisii’s oeuvre. According to the author, Paisii expressed the interests of 
the peasants, craftsmen, traders, and the patriotic part of the Bulgarian 
bourgeoisie. His “ideology” has an anti-feudal, bourgeois–democratic 
character (still in the absence of antagonism between the nascent bourgeoi-
sie and the peasants). Its main goal was to contribute to the formation of 
the Bulgarian nation.17 In defining Paisii’s “ideology” as bourgeois– 
democratic, and in the enumeration of the various interests he is supposed 
to “express,” one can see a conciliatory mediation between bourgeoisie and 
“common people.” At the same time, the “bourgeois” character of his 
ideas is affirmed. 

This reasoning is made even more explicit by Goran Todorov (in 1968). 
He stated the bourgeois character of the “ideology” of Paisii, qualifying it 
further as bourgeois–democratic, and, given the underdevelopment of class 
relations in eighteenth-century Bulgarian society, as having, in fact, an all-
people’s character.18 The same line was taken up further by Nikolai 
Genchev, who argued (in 1978) that while Paisii was a herald of bourgeois 
ideas in the early times of the Bulgarian Revival, this reflected the general 
needs of social development at the time as well as the interests of the entire 
society in national emancipation. The bourgeois ideology of Paisii thus 
became a national ideology, an ideology of the whole society in its struggle 
for spiritual and political liberation.19 In the line traced by these three 
authors, both the nature of the ideas and the social addressee of Paisii 
glide from the bourgeoisie through the “people” (in a more or less inclu-
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sive sense) to the “nation” of all Bulgarians (whereby the class meaning is 
muted). One can see how a way was found to reconcile “bourgeoisie” and 
“people” by the extension of the “social base” of the ideas. In short: from 
(one) class via people to nation. 

To the by now traditional question “Of which social strata was Paisii the 
ideologue?” (and whose interests did he express?), the literary scholar Vel-
cho Velchev replied (in 1981) in contemporary socialist jargon—“Of the 
common toiling people, the immediate producers of goods,” of “the ex-
ploited and oppressed laboring people” who fought against feudal exploita-
tion and who were concerned with material progress and national forma-
tion.20 This can be seen as an attempt to reactivate the “populist” interpre-
tation (though not in a peasantist form), as against the already accepted 
bourgeois, gliding into the all-national, one. It is tempting to see in the 
debates on Paisii’s ideas and his “social base” a reflection of the games of 
social inclusion/exclusion played under the Communist regime (by way of 
their displacement toward history). 

Another issue to attract attention from early on and to demand explana-
tion is the connection between Paisii and the world around him. The puz-
zle is that the oeuvre of Paisii (in 1762) stands in isolation, being some 
sixty years ahead of Bulgarian development, both social-economic advance 
and the spread of national ideas. As already mentioned, Ivan Shishmanov 
stated that the oeuvre of Paisii should be regarded as a result of a social 
evolution and as a link in a causal chain, but he did not study it; nor did 
he prove the existence of the economic and social “factor” he believed was 
there. A similar problem emerged for Marxist authors when they conceived 
of Paisii’s ideas as expressive of bourgeois interests in the absence of a 
developed bourgeoisie in his times. 

Dimitŭr Kosev admitted the substantial interval between Paisii and the 
deployment of revival processes on a massive scale. At first he simply at-
tributed “great historical acumen” to Paisii, who was able to perceive the 
“incipient trends of the historical development” that became evident only 
in the third and fourth decades of the nineteenth century.21 In addition, he 
posited a nascent Bulgarian bourgeoisie as Paisii’s audience. Later he pro-
posed a better solution, in which Paisii was the originator of a national 
ideology, which was taken up by the bourgeoisie only after a time.22 In that 
case it is not necessary for Paisii to express contemporary social interests or 
attitudes, bourgeois ones in particular, and his ideas may connect to real 
social forces later on. But then an orthodox Marxist interpretation has to 
confront a problem that flows from its own premises: how to explain the 
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emergence of an ideology that goes ahead of its own economic and social 
“base.” 

Dealing with a similar problem, Iliya Konev registered the interesting 
fact that in the Bulgarian case, and in Southeast Europe in general, phe-
nomena from the ideological superstructure (national and Enlightenment 
ideas in particular) went ahead of the social base, that is, of socioeconomic 
changes in the direction of a bourgeois “formation”; in fact, they even 
stimulated their advent.23 The same was noted with regard to the Balkan 
revivals by Strashimir Dimitrov and Krŭstyu Manchev, who explained it by 
the “relative autonomy” of the ideas (in this case, coming from the out-
side).24 When speaking more generally about the formation of the nations 
in the multinational empires in Central and Southeast Europe, the Russian 
historian Ilya S. Miller observed that this took place in conditions of un-
derdeveloped capitalism and uncompleted bourgeois revolutions.25 In con-
trast, for a more doctrinaire author such as Hristo Hristov, such an incon-
gruity, whereby ideas overtake the state of the society, is not possible (and 
he cites the copies made of Paisii’s work as a proof of the existence of so-
cial needs).26 

Another attempt to place Paisii more comfortably in his contemporary 
social context and to explain the ideas in his work by contemporary social 
conditions (not later ones) was made by Hristo Gandev. According to him, 
the Slavonic-Bulgarian History was written with regard to the self-conscious 
Bulgarian majority in the towns. The strong anti-Greek attitude expressed 
its discontent with the fiscal policies of the Patriarchy but also the rivalry 
between the new urban population (that had migrated from the villages to 
the towns) and the original inhabitants of the towns who readily assimi-
lated as Greeks. In Gandev’s view, Paisii’s work reflects the social attitudes 
of socially equalized peasants, artisans and petty traders, united before a 
common evil, a kind of “people’s front of the laboring classes” (the author 
was perhaps making ironic use of the Communist newspeak) to fend off the 
alien influence. To that, Gandev adds the strong impact upon Paisii of 
more advanced national movements, especially the Greek one.27 Here is a  
more sophisticated version of a social explanation that replaces a bourgeoi-
sie proper with an earlier (pre-bourgeois) social situation of oppression and 
rivalry. 

The well-known American Balkanist scholar James Clarke also remarks 
on the considerable time gap between the writing of Paisii’s History and its 
reception. He attributes that partly to isolation and the absence of a print-
ing press in the Ottoman Empire at that time, but also to the absence of 
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cultural centers and people ready to accept Paisii’s ideas. The author 
speaks of a misfit between Paisii and his contemporaries: when they were 
ready for him, the medieval monastic tone of his work already sounded 
antiquated, in spite of the secular content. Clarke admits that Paisii had a 
prophetic vision in grasping the danger of denationalization (assimilation) 
and in providing means for fighting it through his super-patriotic work, 
otherwise devoid of originality or scholarly quality (on that he is in accord 
with Boyan Penev and in disagreement with some patriotic Bulgarian 
authors). Clarke then puts forward the very provocative view that this work 
is not enough to qualify Paisii as the “author” of the movement that led to 
the liberation of the Bulgarians, even though he had followers such as 
Sofronii of Vratsa (to supply the link).28 This statement, sounding, as it 
does, as anathema to Bulgarian historical scholarship, can actually be ar-
gued if assigned a proper meaning, that is, the lack of direct and personal 
continuity, and the differentiation between being the progenitor of the 
Bulgarian national ideas and being the initiator of the national movement 
itself. 

An altogether different solution to the paradox of Paisii’s “overtaking” 
his times has recently been proposed (at least indirectly) by the Bulgarian 
historian Elka Drosneva. The author approaches Paisii’s “historicism” 
through the study of the intellectual conditions in which he found himself 
and of what was, or could have been, available to him at the time (apart 
from the well-researched foreign sources of his work). What she seems to 
suggest is that, leaving his patriotic appeals aside, his History, and the 
world-view it expressed, were, in fact, very well grounded in the circum-
stances of his times and milieu and, for all their innovation, did not depart 
from them radically. Thus he borrowed pieces of information and his style 
of presentation from folklore and from the Bible, as well as from available 
Bulgarian hagiographies and short inscriptions in books (pripiski) in par-
ticular, though he wrote a true history and not a medieval chronology. 
Standing on the threshold between medieval and modern times, he com-
bined elements of both, being actually a “transitional” figure.29 This also 
sounds as a word of caution against the patriotic exaggerations so typical of 
many writings on Paisii. 

The work of the Russian literary historian and Slavist Andrei N. Robin-
son on Paisii is of great interest, with its rejection of vulgar sociologization 
and distorting “modernization.” According to him, the Slavonic-Bulgarian 
History should not be interpreted as an articulation of an ideology for the 
still weakly differentiated social layers, or as an expression of their presum-
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able “aspirations.” One can only say that Paisii’s appeals and his polemical 
historical oeuvre were addressed to the Bulgarian people as a whole, in an 
all-inclusive sense; it is another matter that half a century later they began 
to harmonize with certain interests and views of the bourgeois–democratic 
forces, who took advantage of them in a selective manner. Robinson also 
rejects connecting Paisii with the Enlightenment. His oeuvre contains no 
ideas for a revival of Bulgaria upon new social and political foundations 
similar to the bourgeois–republican, philosophical–materialist, or natural– 
scientific ideas characteristic of the contemporary West European move-
ments. What it contains are calls for a revival of what was lost by the Bul-
garians as a result of the Turkish conquest and of the Greek influence.30 

Robinson insists that Paisii’s oeuvre should be read in connection with 
its sources and against the background of a common (shared) historiog-
raphical trend of “Slavic revivals” in particular. According to him, the 
“ideology” of Paisii took shape gradually on the basis of his own social 
experience (which nurtured his political sense and keen national feeling), 
mediated by his historiographical knowledge, hence the possibility to go 
considerably ahead of his times. Characteristic of the common Slavic tradi-
tion of history writing from which he drew are a strong civic education 
feeling, a patriotic national concept, and the ascription of public functions 
to historical knowledge, so that the writing of history assumes a program-
matic–ideological character. Characteristic of it, furthermore, is a strange 
and contradictory mixing of scholarship with religion, history, sermonizing 
and moral exhortation, and political journalism. These common traits, and 
the common device of using history writing to influence public life, were 
taken up one after the other by every Slavic people that stepped on the 
road of national development and acquired a peculiar national colora-
tion.31 (It should not be forgotten that, among Bulgarian authors, Emil 
Georgiev likewise treated the Paisii phenomenon as part of the “South Slav 
revival” in its first “Renaissance-Enlightenment” period, bringing him out 
of his isolation.32) 

In the same vein, the historian Plamen Mitev recently rejected any 
claims that Paisii had foreseen the historical tendency of the future and 
had formulated its programmatic tasks. He argues that the oeuvre of Paisii 
had a different meaning in its own times, though he is not specific on this 
point (apart from affirming that it was built upon the principles of En-
lightenment rationalism with some purely patriotic elements). The nine-
teenth century, which brought about the emergence of the educational 
movement and of the church question, gave a new meaning to Paisii’s oeu-
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vre and it began to sound like a conscious national platform. The rare 
direct appeals of the author to his compatriots to get to know and treasure 
the Bulgarian language, history, and culture, and the suggested “other-
ness” based on them, then worked toward enhancing the self-awareness of 
the Bulgarians as a separate national community.33 

Robinson’s idea that Paisii was selectively used by various forces and 
read in the light of subsequent experience can in fact be generalized be-
yond the Revival activists to later “readings.” As shown before, the inter-
pretative process continued in professional historical scholarship and it was 
given free rein in nationalist and Communist propaganda writings. De-
pending on the contemporary context the “exegesis” went to the extremes 
of attributing a lucid nationalist message to him and even of hearing a 
revolutionary clarion call, of discovering monarchism or of taking a popu-
list stance (appeals to the “common people”). Guided by various interests, 
Paisii’s text proved very elastic indeed. At a certain point one leaves the 
terrain of “reception theory,” concerned with the spontaneous (unguided) 
understanding of the text by different readers in various contexts, to enter 
more or less purposeful ideological manipulation. 

It is curious to note that Paisii’s oeuvre was recently mobilized again at 
the service of the national idea by a historian. In the strongly nationalistic 
reading of Iliya Todev, his own attitude blends with the nationalism of 
Paisii. We are reminded that the latter took upon himself the task of show-
ing to the Bulgarians to which nationality they belonged, of teaching them 
their history, and of making them love their identity. He wanted to safe-
guard the Bulgarian ethnos from its “most dangerous denationalizer” at 
the time—the Greek language and culture propagated by the Greek Patriar-
chy. The author then presents his reflections on the theme of the Bulgar-
ian “national nihilism,” “national apostasy,” “self-rejection,” “adoration of 
others,” etc., and lauds the prophetic gift of Paisii to see through these 
traits of the “innermost Bulgarian essence” and to counter them with his 
passionate nationalism. This, according to Todev, bestows on his oeuvre 
actuality in all times.34 

One can guess why the author deemed it necessary to actualize the call 
of Paisii in Bulgarian post-Communist conditions. The fall of the barriers 
and the opening up of the country to the outside world, accompanied by 
massive emigration, brought about renewed fears of “adoring others,” 
giving up the national identity, and de-nationalization. While Paisii may be 
a reference in such times, this clearly goes beyond the scholarly stance. 
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Evolutionists and Revolutionaries 

Bulgarian historical scholarship often takes up and replays the strife be-
tween the “parties” and the activists of the last decade of the Revival, 
sometimes taking sides with one camp against the other.35 The basic con-
temporary controversy was that between “evolutionists” and “revolutionar-
ies,” that is, those who believed that gradual development would in the end 
lead to national liberation, and those in favor of urgent revolutionary ac-
tion. In what follows I will consider the debate not during the Revival itself, 
but in the historiography (and in public polemics). Its symbolic stakes are 
made intelligible in connection with the historical moment and the social– 
political context. 

In his treatment of the April uprising in the early post-liberation years, 
Zakhari Stoyanov (himself one of its organizers) glorified the way of revolt 
and ridiculed and devalued all other ways and means. The national poet 
and novelist Ivan Vazov did his best to immortalize the armed struggles 
and the revolutionaries. The historian of the April uprising, Dimitŭr 
Strashimirov, extols the activities of the members of the secret revolution-
ary organization (called komiti or komitadzhi, from the word “commit-
tees”) as the greatest achievement in the civic life of the Bulgarian people 
under the Ottomans and as the apex of the Revival.36 

The unsuccessful attempts at national unification during the Balkan 
wars (1912–1913) and World War I, participation in which was motivated by 
the objectives and the ideals of the Revival, led to a reappraisal of the Re-
vival epoch. The ways and means of the Revival were rethought polemi-
cally, and even such sanctified events as the April uprising and the Russo-
Turkish war of liberation were problematized with regard to their outcome, 
namely, the partitioning of ethnic Bulgarian territories. The other path—of 
“evolution,” that is, graduality—acquired credibility all of a sudden. It is 
somewhat ironic that its affirmation took place after one series of military 
adventures and on the eve of another. Here are a few examples. 

Cultural activities were emphasized in opposition to revolutionary 
“adventures” by Boris Yotsov, in a paper dedicated to the scholar and phi-
lanthropist of Bulgarian education Vasil Aprilov.37 According to this 
author, had there appeared in Bulgaria after Aprilov “not ten prominent 
revolutionaries” but “five modest educators like him in shape and spirit,” 
and had they set up schools such as the one opened by him in Gabrovo, the 
Bulgarian people would have perhaps remained united instead of being 
partitioned by the Berlin Congress in 1879.38 The author argues in another 
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paper for the way of education as the basic component of the Bulgarian 
Revival, which, in his view, “begins with education, follows its course in 
education, and ends with education.” This is contrasted with the revolu-
tionary struggles, “otherwise splendid and heroic” but with dubious con-
sequences. In a rhetorical move Yotsov finds the “cult of the revolutionar-
ies” somewhat far-fetched and one-sided, and quite disparaging towards the 
creators of Bulgarian education and culture. He appeals to the readers to 
learn to appreciate “cultural feats” as befits a “cultural people” and not to 
think that “only revolt is a people’s virtue.” The advocacy of the peaceful, 
cultural feat and its personality is supported by the typical association be-
tween Slavdom and peace, and Slavdom and culture. (Ironically, a few 
years later, as minister of education, the same author would draw militant 
lessons from the Revival.) 

At around the same time (1936), the well-known liberal intellectual and 
political activist Todor Vlaikov voiced his doubts about the April uprising, 
again with regard to the consequences. Pondering upon the more distant 
causes for the national catastrophes (in the Balkan wars and in World War 
I) he went back to the April uprising. He then put forward the hypothesis 
that, were it not for the uprising, one could “assume with a great degree of 
probability” that the Russo-Turkish liberation war would not have taken 
place and thus there would have been no Berlin Congress. According to 
Vlaikov, the uprising should not have taken place and it was a mistake, in 
spite of the patriotism and self-sacrifice of its leaders. The revolutionary 
movement in general was transplanted to Bulgaria from the émigrés in 
Romania and it presented a “diversion” from the “straight and beaten 
track” followed from the beginning of the Revival, namely, the path toward 
the awakening of the national consciousness, cultural–educational uplift-
ing, and the uniting of all Bulgarians under “the motherly roof” of the 
autonomous Bulgarian Church. Had this “normal” way of economic, so-
cial, and educational–cultural development been pursued further, one can 
“assume with all probability” that, after a time, the Bulgarian people 
would have achieved great progress and would have occupied a prominent 
place in the Turkish state, and that it would then have won autonomy “one 
way or another” without giving grounds for its partitioning.39 Vlaikov thus 
repeats the arguments of the “evolutionists” in a counter-factual and hypo-
thetical way, that is, after history had run its course. 

Other authors are even more harsh in their judgment of the revolution-
ary trend of the Revival. They blame the revolutionaries for the adventur-
ism that led to the dismemberment of the Bulgarian lands, calling them 
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fantasists, adventurers, and revolutionary romantics. They regret the revo-
lutionary mentality of haste and rashness that took the upper hand in con-
trast to the moderation and tact of the cultural activists and educators. The 
“evolutionary” path is described as slower but posing no risk to unity, as 
well as more independent of external forces.40 

The advocacy of the revolutionary path in the inter-war period was typi-
cally undertaken by Marxist authors, whereby the Communists identified 
themselves with the revolutionaries of the Revival and claimed their legacy. 
Georgi Bakalov, in particular, reacted against the “cutting off” of the revo-
lutionary branch from the Revival, and claimed the revolutionary legacy 
for the Communists. The lines of the status quo and the dualist proposals 
are ridiculed by him as merely waiting for liberty to come from the sultan, 
while the ideal of combat is called “the true bequest of the Revival.” The 
author unmasks those in favor of proceeding gradually (by “evolution”) as 
people in possession of capital who had an interest in preserving the mar-
kets of the Turkish empire and who, for that reason, became reconciled 
with the status quo (or proposed a dualist program of semi-autonomy).41 

However, only a few years later the Communists would have to fight on 
two fronts, as the revolutionary legacy of the Revival would be claimed by 
militant right-wing nationalist forces, and the joining of Macedonia in 
World War II would be presented as a completion of the ideals of the Re-
vival. The Communists were then left with the rather weak option of dif-
ferentiating between the (good) patriotism of the activists of the Revival, 
and the (bad) nationalism of the contemporary bourgeoisie, defined by 
Bakalov as the “aggressive chauvinism of the imperialist bourgeoisie in 
decay,” aimed at instigating a militant mood among the masses in the 
preparation for war.42 

The Communists, who seized power in Bulgaria in September 1944 by 
“revolutionary” means (backed by the Soviet army), continued to see the 
revolutionaries of the Revival as their forerunners. The “evolutionism” or 
“educationalism” of those in favor of peaceful means was then condemned 
as reformism, conformism, compromise, and, in the end, the betrayal by 
the bourgeoisie of its own revolution. To cite the major ideologue of the 
Stalinist years Todor Pavlov, while the bourgeoisie played a certain pro-
gressive role in deciding the church issue, and was even a leader, it later 
turned into an “opportunist, compromising, traitorous, educationalist, 
and, in the end, monarcho-fascist bourgeoisie.”43 

For quite some time, the revolution took the field entirely for itself to 
the point that earlier education and church efforts became confounded 
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with later “evolutionism” and “educationalism” (i.e., a reliance on educa-
tion in particular); at the same time, the “revolution” was traced almost 
as far back as Paisii. Dimitŭr Kosev claims credit for differentiating be-
tween the two, whereby only the ideology and politics of the liberal bour-
geoisie of the 1860s and 1870s is a (reprehensible) rejection of revolution 
and “evolutionism.”44 In the academic History of Bulgaria of the “personal-
ity cult” period, the “educationalism” (prosvetitelstvo) of the 1860s and 
1870s is defined as the ideology of the bourgeoisie (its commercial part 
in particular), who relied on external interference or on Turkish– 
Bulgarian dualism, and who had a demobilizing impact on the national 
liberation struggles.45 The underestimation of the “legal path” was present 
in an attenuated form until quite late, as attested by the foreword (in 1972) 
to the memoirs of one of the Bulgarian national activists who lived in Is-
tanbul.46 

Aleksandŭr Burmov made his reputation with research into the revolu-
tionary movement (his first book appeared in as early as 1943). He is 
known for his meticulous archival studies of the various problems and 
events of the revolutionary movement and the verification of numerous 
dates, names, personal relations, organizational affiliations, etc. But be-
yond the factual style and the claims to have found out the truth about 
various issues, one can identify the vantage point from which the revolu-
tionary movement, its ideas and organizations are being observed and their 
evolution traced. This is consistent revolutionism and the concept of the 
internal organization and independence of the Bulgarian revolution from 
external powers, advocated by Burmov no less than by their famous expo-
nent Levski. The dynamics of the revolutionary movement itself are char-
acteristically presented as a process of purification and of maturing toward 
“ideological–revolutionary clarity.”47 In successive studies the author traces 
the evolution of the “Young” in Bucharest (of middle and petty bourgeois 
origin), who held democratic views as a whole, but some of whom were 
“liberal bourgeois” while others were staunchly “revolutionary–demo-
cratic.” The picture looks as follows: the “Young” first formed the organi-
zation “Bulgarian Society” (around Ivan Kasabov) and the “Young Bul-
garia” group; next, the Bulgarian Revolutionary Central Committee was 
formed in their midst, with Lyuben Karavelov as its chairman. After initial 
mutual compromises with “bourgeois liberalism” and “reformism,” there 
began a struggle for “ideological–revolutionary purity.” Finally, the idea of 
an internal revolutionary organization (i.e., inside the country) was con-
ceived, which had a certain prehistory but which was realized by Levski. 
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The highest standard for measuring ideas and personalities—unwavering 
revolutionism and the “internal revolution”—was thus set up. Opportun-
ism, reformism, and bourgeois liberalism are lower notches on the measur-
ing-stick of the revolution, while evolutionism does not belong there. The 
special sympathy toward the armed “revolution” in the past (quite natural 
for the Communists while struggling for power) looks somewhat strange in 
the context of a totalitarian Communist government, which tried to pre-
serve once and for all the newly established order and its own domination; 
so was the spectacle of official historians in state service praising revolu-
tionaries (misrepresented as social combatants). In fact, gradually and qui-
etly the revolutionaries of the Revival again assumed nationalist and state 
legitimating functions, just as during the right-wing authoritarian regimes 
of the 1930s and early 1940s, namely, to provide positive examples of pa-
triotism, necessary for the national upbringing of the youth and for rein-
forcing the loyalty of the citizens to the regime. For a number of reasons 
the Communist regime evolved toward nationalism. 

Coming back to the two paths of the Revival, there were from the very 
beginning attempts to avoid opposing them and to achieve reconciliation, 
in the sense that both had contributed equally, though in a different way, 
to the national cause. Such attempts are not necessarily value neutral. They 
may carry a certain message or at least some value “overtones” beyond 
what they literally say, depending on the context and the intention of the 
authors. 

From the post-liberation (i.e., post-1878) period there stem several de-
scriptions in a balanced, impartial tone, and from a certain distance. They 
affirm the merits and deserts of both trends for the people’s cause and 
differentiate between them only as to the means but not the objective or 
the patriotic feeling. One such early characterization of the “two patriotic 
parties in their times,” the “church activists” and the “rebels,” is provided 
by Stoyan Zaimov (himself among the organizers of the April uprising).48 

The historian Dimitŭr Mishev also sounds neutral and reconciliatory. Ac-
cording to him, the church movement and the political movement had 
apostles and a rank and file of their own; their centers and headquarters 
were often in conflict “not about the goals but about the methods and the 
means.”49 

Boyan Penev wrote in a balanced and distanced style, too. In his view, 
the two trends had the same final objective—national liberation (spiritual 
and political), but they had a different conception of the means to achieve 
it: the legal means of the church struggle and education, on the one hand, 
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or violent revolutionary means on the other. This was conditioned by dif-
ferences of temperament among their activists but also by different condi-
tions of existence, inside the empire (and in the capital city Istanbul) or in 
emigration in Vallachia (Romania).50 

The harnessing of the two strands together brings an altogether differ-
ent sound—that of a rallying call—under the sign of the newly actualized 
national ideal during World War II. According to Mikhail Arnaudov, the 
“two methods” (education and revolution) have “equal merits” for the 
creation of national consciousness and collective will among the Bulgarian 
people.51 They both stand under the sign of the national idea, “be-
queathed” by the Revival as an ideal “capable of reconciling separate 
views, so that even when the camps and schools of the increased warrior 
brotherhood contend between themselves, still some great issue takes the 
upper hand in accordance with the imperatives of the moment, and the 
most important groups rally around it. The educational, the revolutionary, 
and the church slogans serve, in the end, the self-determination dear to us 
all. Conceived of in this way, the revival means a close rallying around the 
new ideas of liberty and honor, of cultural and civic progress. It impresses 
us with the readiness of leaders and followers to make incredible sacrifices 
under the sign of a fanatic patriotism unknown before.”52 

Though not as characteristic, the spirit of reconciliation between the 
two lines of the Revival may issue from the political Left (Zhak Natan in 
1939), in this case attributing a manifestly revolutionary character to both 
(the peaceful struggles included).53 

The spirit of the reconciliation of the two strands of the national Revival 
acquired yet another meaning in the context of the Communist regime, 
namely, as a normalizing revision of the extreme revolutionism and na-
tional “nihilism” imposed by the regime in its initial decades. The begin-
nings of this revision were traced down to Hristo Gandev, Nikolai Genchev, 
and Krumka Sharova in another context in the previous chapter. Thus 
Gandev lessened, in practice, the dramatization of the opposition between 
revolutionaries and others with his “two concepts” of liberation: “bour-
geois–liberal” (relying on external powers), and “revolutionary–demo-
cratic” (geared toward internal uprising); he made a further rapproche-
ment by pointing out that the former was supported by the broad Russo-
phile popular masses, while the latter welcomed foreign diplomatic and 
military help. In his turn, Nikolai Genchev worked out the differences 
between the two trends but then affirmed that the very division into 
“educators–church activists” and “politicians–revolutionaries” is relative, 
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because there were reformers and revolutionaries in both camps; besides, 
all were united around the idea of liberation “regardless of whether they 
worked in the field of education or in political and public organizations.”54 

In fact, a reasoning of this kind has an antecedent as early as 1910. In 
the preface to his famous book on the post-liberation epoch, Simeon Radev 
laid out a division of the national movement into “nationalists” and “Old” 
(meaning chorbadzhii and Russophiles). While the nationalists favored 
active struggle and relied on the people’s potential, the “Old” relied on 
foreign help; the revolutionaries were “nationalists of the political strug-
gles” but there were “nationalists of the church struggles,” too.55 

A more or less open advocacy of the “evolutionists” would be the next 
step. The book by the literary scholar Toncho Zhechev, The Bulgarian 
Easter or the Bulgarian Passions (1975), deserves special mention in this 
respect. It enjoyed great success among the critically minded Bulgarian 
public at the time and was received as bordering on dissidence. What made 
such an iconoclastic impression at the time was the rendering of tribute, as 
equally patriotic, to the conservative (moderate, “opportunist”) political 
line of legal means and the “compromise” of some church activists from 
Istanbul (e.g., Todor Ikonomov and the pragmatic Dragan Tsankov), and 
even the vindication of figures previously condemned as “Turcophiles” 
(e.g., Prince Stefan Bogoridi and Gavril Krŭstevich). By putting himself in 
their shoes, the author in fact reproduces the previously suppressed argu-
ments of the “evolutionists” against rash actions and the warnings of the 
dangers of partitioning, as well as the speculation of the 1930s about unre-
alized possibilities.56 The book is permeated throughout with the patriot-
ism of the author, who was, in his own words, obsessed with the idea of 
“keeping the candle burning and not letting the fire of the national spirit 
die.” Hence the hesitancy of the Communist authorities (among whom 
there were persons who actually shared the feelings of the author) to ban 
the book and persecute an authentic patriot.57 (As can be expected, this 
book would later become a point of departure for the “neo-evolutionist” 
attack.) 

The ideological vigilance over scholarship during the Communist era 
forced historians to take indirect routes, sometimes stretching and turning 
around the accepted notions in expressing unorthodox thoughts. Such a 
concealed revisionist strategy was employed by Zina Markova in her work 
on the church movement before the Crimean War, in which she vindicated 
it as an equally valuable manifestation of, and a necessary stage in, the 
national and bourgeois–democratic revolution.58 When the “revolution” 
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alone is legitimate, it can be stretched elastically to accommodate within 
itself all other national struggles—church struggles and education efforts. 
Hence the somewhat oxymoronic expression “a peaceful stage of the na-
tional revolution” (or “peaceful revolution”).59 

The author pushed further with her “breakthrough” in another book 
(published in 1989) on the Bulgarian Exarchate in the 1860s and 1870s. 
There she emphasized the useful “nation-consolidating” functions of this 
institution in a period when it was not “on the crest of the wave of the 
national revolution” and had steered a “conservative course.” She used the 
occasion to vindicate legal “evolutionism” in general. The “legalists,” as 
she perceptively puts it, had advanced economically and socially and stood 
to lose in a revolutionary struggle. They were patriotic, too, and aspired to 
liberation but did not believe that this could be achieved through open 
struggle and alone. Rather, they wanted to proceed in the direction of the 
widening of internal autonomy within the Ottoman Empire through the 
Exarchate and thus preserve Bulgarian national unity against the appetites 
of others. The reformist illusions “foundered on the April uprising,” in the 
ambiguous expression of the author.60 

A similar strategy of extending the term “revolution” was applied by 
Angel Dimitrov as regards the movement for education.61 As a result of 
revisionist attempts of this kind, the notions “revolution” or “liberation 
movement,” which were restricted initially by militant Communist histori-
ans to armed action alone, became generalized to cover all trends of the 
Revival. A systematization of the political trends by Angel Dimitrov in late 
socialism characteristically presents the two basic trends—the reformist and 
the revolutionary—as two parts of the national liberation movement. The 
revolutionary movement in the third quarter of the nineteenth century is 
itself subdivided into “revolutionaries–democrats” and “revolutionaries– 
liberals,” differing as to their consistency in the revolutionary activities and 
their attitude toward the role of the broader masses in the national revolu-
tion. The reformist strand is subdivided in turn into groups according to 
foreign political biases and orientation, that is, into Russophiles, pro-
Westerners, Turcophiles, and persons with wavering orientation.62 It should 
be noted that in this re-classification of the trends, and of the groups 
within them, all are subsumed under the rubric “national liberation 
movement,” and even “Turcophiles” are included in contrast to the earlier 
stringent opposition to them and their exclusion. 

The dualist project (inspired by the Austro-Hungarian model) and its po-
tential for solving the Bulgarian national question are discussed earnestly 
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by Hristo Gandev in his (1974) work on the April uprising.63 The author 
also ascribes greater significance (than usual) to the reforms in the Otto-
man Empire. The standard presentation underlines their insincerity (under 
external pressure), their half-way character, and the fact that they were 
scarcely implemented.64 According to Gandev, the reforms were an expres-
sion of a sincere desire for change on the part of certain Ottoman circles, 
but they had the paradoxical effect of discrediting Turkish rule because 
they revealed how far it was from the civilized standards of advanced states, 
and because of local resistance to their implementation. Here is an exam-
ple of the well-known paradox of a backward empire’s attempts at reform 
undermining an order previously endured with greater resignation.65 

That all trends and “parties” are parts of the national liberation move-
ment became an accepted truth as a result of the “revision” that started at 
the end of the 1970s and ran its course during the 1980s. After the fall of 
Communism, there was no need for them to branch off from the revolu-
tion (inflated as it had become); now they could be viewed as equivalent 
under the “unity of the Revival processes” and directed toward the com-
mon national task and goal. This is, in fact, the idea behind the formula of 
the “tri-unity” of the movements for national education, church autonomy, 
and political liberation elaborated by Krumka Sharova. According to the 
author, the tri-unity finds expression in the simultaneity of the movements 
(from the very beginning onwards), their mutual reinforcement, and their 
interlacing within the same personalities. In support of her own “tri-unity 
theory” on the interrelation between the various strands of the liberation 
movement, Sharova adduces the ideas of the national revolutionary Lyuben 
Karavelov (whom she studied extensively), summarized as follows: knowl-
edge leads to political consciousness, which leads to liberation action. As a 
proof that knowledge (underestimated before as passive “educationalism”) 
leads to action under certain conditions (such as foreign rule), the author 
cites the strong political activism of the Bulgarian intelligentsia, which 
would otherwise (in the nature of its function) have engaged in peaceful 
intellectual activity; under the given conditions even educational–cultural 
activities acquired a patriotic and political meaning.66 

The reappraisal of the various “evolutionist” alternatives and their ad-
herents continued after Communism, not surprisingly as further reorder-
ing and re-classification. Plamen Mitev voiced his dissatisfaction with the 
division into conservatives, liberals, and revolutionaries (or revolutionary 
democrats) because of the absence of clear criteria as to “who was what,” 
and because the strategies and tactics often changed. He proposed instead 
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the restoration of the designations that the activists of the Revival had 
given themselves, namely “Old” and “Young” (implying generation differ-
ences). The “Old” from the “Benevolent Society” (Dobrodetelna druzhina) 
in Bucharest and the “Board of Trustees in Odessa” (Odesko nastoyatel-
stvo) advocated moderate forms of struggle (not armed action), worked out 
reformist projects, and committed themselves to Russia. The “Young” 
around Rakovski and the secret committees favored radical action against 
Turkey—armed bands (cheti), revolts, and all-nation insurrections.67 

Another revision of the received revolutionary nomenclature was under-
taken by Iliya Todev.68 He criticizes (somewhat belatedly) the narrowing of 
the concept of “revolution” to armed action alone and assigns to it the 
(actually Marxist) meaning of “change of formation,” that is, from feudal-
ism to capitalism. It follows that all activists of the Revival were “bourgeois 
revolutionaries,” or, more precisely, “bourgeois national revolutionaries” 
in so far as they fought for a Bulgarian state. Todev then subjects to criti-
cism the inherited labels such as reformists, conservatives, (bourgeois) 
liberals, radicals, revolutionaries, etc., as infelicitous transcriptions of the 
political realities of the Bulgarian Revival into European political termi-
nology. In his view, the term “revolutionary democrat,” which is the cen-
tral positive term for Marxist authors, is particularly infelicitous because of 
its association with the Russian populists (narodniki) and with utopian 
socialism; according to him, in the Bulgarian case it can be properly ap-
plied only to Botev. 

Todev puts forward as the main dividing line the judgment by the na-
tional activists of the autonomous (purely) Bulgarian potential for achiev-
ing independence (possibly under Gandev’s influence). Along this divide 
the basic parties in Bulgarian society of the 1860s and 1870s were either 
adherents of “independent action” or adherents of “non-autonomous 
(dependent) action.” The usual opposition “educationalism—revolt” (or 
“reform”—”revolution”) is taken as a subsidiary criterion in further subdi-
viding the “independents” in particular into revolutionaries and reform-
ists. We thus obtain the following tripartite scheme: “independents”-
revolutionaries (with Levski as their leader), “independents”-reformists 
(represented most notably by Stoyan Chomakov), and “dependents,” that is, 
those who relied on some external power. As will be seen, the reordering 
operation aims at crediting (after due eulogy of Levski) the doctrine of 
Stoyan Chomakov with capturing the Ottoman Empire “from within” 
without destroying it. In addition it allows for the scorning of the “party of 
national impotence,” especially those who relied on Russia. 
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In a recently published book Konstantin Kosev considers the “so-called 
evolutionists” and the “so-called revolutionaries” as representatives of two 
variants of the liberation movement in the unfavorable conditions after the 
Crimean War. The former had as its major drawback the indefiniteness of 
the liberation, while the latter had the disadvantage of the inevitable inter-
ference of the great powers in deciding the fate of the Bulgarians.69 In fact, 
Kosev follows, without mentioning it, authors of the 1930s and especially 
Todor Karayovov, according to whom the “evolutionary school” had the 
flaw of keeping the Bulgarian people under Turkish domination for an 
indefinite time although this was offset by remaining united while the 
revolutionaries pushed towards a quick solution at the risk of foreign inter-
ference and territorial claims by neighbors, as actually happened.70 

Curiously enough, the term “Bulgarian national revolution” (and na-
tional liberation movement) was broadened by Konstantin Kosev to absurd-
ity. The revolution becomes all-inclusive in his formulation, covering not 
only all educational and church struggles but also the economic and social 
development, and even human reproduction and population increase, to 
become explicitly synonymous with the Bulgarian Revival.71 If this logic is 
to be consistently followed, the peasant working his land, the artisan bent 
over his material, and the childbearing mother would all be national revo-
lutionaries or at least their assistants. Such an understanding is all the 
more curious as it comes in a time of free scholarship, with no need for 
terminological stretching. 

In the post-Communist times many of the previously underrated (and dis-
paraged) trends and emblematic figures found their advocates, for example 
“revolutionary liberals” such as Ivan Kasabov (founder of a “Young Bul-
garia” society inspired by Mazzini), the theoretician of “educational-ism” 
Gavril Krŭstevich, and Prince Stefan Bogoridi (a Bulgarian who served in 
the highest administrative positions in the Ottoman Empire without losing 
his Bulgarian self-consciousness).72 Dualistic projects such as the “memoir” 
issued in 1866 by the Secret Bulgarian Central Committee, which previously 
received only a brief mention, are now being considered on an equal footing 
with the other projects and accorded serious treatment.73 

The dualist idea has recently been advocated most vigorously by Iliya  
Todev. He praised Stoyan Chomakov as the leader of the “party of inde-
pendent action” of an evolutionary type and as a staunch champion of the 
idea of development within the Ottoman Empire until the Bulgarians 
seized the opportunity to secede in their entire ethnic and territorial scope. 
Todev explains Chomakov’s support for the French–Ottoman idea of abol-
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ishing the millet system (of representation by religion) and the formation of 
a unitary Ottoman nation with ambitious imperial schemes on his part 
(reminiscent of the Greek Phanariots), and the hope that the Bulgarian 
element would take the upper hand and capture the empire “from within,” 
Christianizing it in the process.74 One gets the impression that the authors 
are competing in vindicating increasingly evolutionist and dualist (pre-
viously condemned as compromising and outright “Turcophile”) projects, 
circles, and persons. 

The swinging of the pendulum to peaceful “evolutionism” at the ex-
pense of the revolution went so far that Krumka Sharova felt obliged to 
defend the revolutionary struggles from defamation. Choosing, emblemati-
cally, the “eulogy of evolutionism” by Toncho Zhechev as her target, she 
pointed out that the negation of the armed efforts with the argument that, 
were it not for them, the Bulgarians would gradually have achieved auton-
omy and independence, presents a “futurology projected in the past.” It 
does not take into account the historical realties of Turkey and the fact that 
no Balkan people has won independence by peaceful means alone and 
without foreign support, but only by way of revolts and foreign interven-
tion.75 

Not as provocative as the “neo-evolutionist,” but definitely innovative, 
are some works by Ognyana Madzhrakova-Chavdarova on the “legal politi-
cal struggles”—a concept aimed at underlining that the Bulgarian activists 
did not only do politics by way of arms. The author broadens these strug-
gles to include, alongside struggles for church autonomy (with their na-
tional goal), the previously neglected struggles for civic and political, as 
well as “minority” (national), rights, stimulated by the Ottoman reform 
acts in a bourgeois–liberal spirit (the Hatt-i Sherif and the Hatt-i Huma-
yun). Among the proclaimed civic rights and liberties that met with strong 
conservative resistance and that could only be made effective through 
struggle were guarantees of life and property, of the right to bring petitions 
and complaints, of the right to association and meetings, and to represen-
tation in local government, etc. The effective advocacy of civic rights (that 
empowered “nationalities”) required institutional props. Hence the efforts 
of the influential bourgeoisie to ensure some kind of “national representa-
tion” of Bulgarian interests before the Porte (preceded by similar initia-
tives on the part of single activists and émigré organizations before the 
international world76), as well as wider Bulgarian representation in the 
local authorities and the broadening of communal self-government. What 
is new here is the positive appreciation of liberal politics in making use of 
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the proclaimed rights of Ottoman “subjects” (an advance on the concept of 
“reaya,” meaning “flock”), and it is not by chance that the author refers to 
similar, though more manifest and more successful, struggles of subject 
peoples in the Habsburg Empire.77 This also means a certain recognition of 
liberalism for it own sake (not just as an accompaniment to nationalism). 

The reappraisal of the variants of “evolutionism” ran parallel with the 
problematization of independent (self-reliant) armed action in the national 
revolution, regarded previously as the apex of the national programs 
(ironically, under an entirely dependent Communist regime). Hristo 
Gandev is probably the first to accentuate (in as early as 1974) the role of 
the “external factor” in the plans of even the most committed revolutionar-
ies. As shown by him, the principle of the independence (self-reliance) of 
the Bulgarian mass uprising, raised by Levski to an absolute precondition, 
did not exclude but actually sought to combine the Bulgarian liberation 
effort with other anti-Turkish armed initiatives (reminiscent of the Italian 
unification simultaneously “from below” and “from above”).78 Already 
after Communism, Plamen Mitev expressed doubts about the “uncritical 
absolutization of the self-reliance of the Bulgarian national liberation 
movement and of the advantages of the all-people’s revolution.”79 

One can cite in the same context the interesting observation by Iliya 
Todev that reliance on one’s own strength actually draws toward the legal 
forms of struggle, while orientation toward armed struggle (given the neg-
ligible prospects of success) runs into the need for foreign help; thus the 
organizers of the April uprising simply had to rely on Russia.80 In fact, a 
similar point was made already in the 1930s by Todor Karayovov.81 But in 
the new context it destroys the association made by Marxist historical 
scholarship between self-reliance and armed action in addition to crediting 
the evolutionists with the much praised advantage of self-reliance. 

Finally, this line of reasoning necessarily leads to a reassessment of the 
relative weight of the “internal factor” and the “external factor” in the 
Bulgarian national revolution. The initial militant Communist scholarship 
accentuates the “internal factor” and privileges the internal perspective on 
affairs. The importance of outside forces was formally acknowledged, but 
the interest focused on the internal developments and the wider picture 
was lost. There occurred in the course of time an increasing recognition of 
the dependence of the “Bulgarian question” on the politics of the great 
powers, defined by their geopolitical interests in the Balkans. Nikolai 
Genchev, for example, showed a keen sense for the entanglements of the 
“Eastern question” and the controversial interests of the European great 
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powers in the Balkans, in which Russia was the active side in her thrust 
toward the Straits, and keeping this in check preserved the status quo for a 
long time.82 The Bulgarian émigré social philosopher Stefan Popov pointed 
to the unfortunate fact that the “Bulgarian question” could not be interna-
tionalized as a Bulgarian question but only linked to Russian aspirations 
and the Russian–European controversies, hence its solution could not but 
do harm to Bulgarian interests.83 

The crucial importance of international politics in resolving the Bulgar-
ian national question stands naturally in the foreground in works on in-
ternational diplomacy, for example the book on Bismarck by Konstantin 
Kosev.84 The author recently firmly stated the dependency of the Bulgarian 
liberation cause on “great politics.” Only by hitting upon an (internation-
ally) favorable moment could internal action lead to a successful outcome, 
itself negotiated between the great powers without Bulgarian participa-
tion.85 In some of his recent essays Iliya Todev goes to the extreme of geo-
political determinism regarding Bulgarian development, modern as well as 
medieval.86 

To sum up, the “evolutionists” versus “revolutionaries” controversy 
shows that the national point of view shared by historical protagonists and 
historians alike is rather ambiguous. Today as during the Revival it defines 
the goal alone but allows for different options as to the ways and means of 
its achievement. The various options are taken up and replayed in thought 
experiments by historians speculating about unrealized alternatives. For a 
time under Communism one option—that of armed uprising—was imposed 
as the right one. Then, in the course of a revision that started in the 1970s, 
the field began to open up again for debate. Initially this assumed the form 
of the more or less open “rehabilitation” of various trends and figures to 
reach the point of direct debate on the relative merits of the options they 
favored. Beyond an assessment of the historical realities, there is ample 
space here for personal preference and for the working of the internal 
dynamics of the field (in the form of reaction against previous “dogma”). 

Methodologically, the controversy attests to the difficulties of a more dis-
tanced, “objectivized” treatment of historical happenings that have had 
important longer-range consequences for the national community to which 
the historian belongs. It is only with the fading of the consequences (or 
their acceptance as definitive) that the controversy can “cool down” and 
become “purely academic,” and that the identification of the historian 
with the protagonists may weaken. Regarding the Bulgarian Revival this is 
still not in view. What can be observed is rather a movement in a direction 
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opposite to the theses that were dominant under Communism, though 
these were not static but subject to continuous change, too (with pressure 
for consensus at a given moment). In any case, the very fact that it is now 
possible to consider and discuss the alternatives freely not only shatters the 
truths of earlier historical scholarship but reflects back on the new theses, 
relativizing them in the interests of problem-oriented and poly-variant 
scholarship. 

The Hierarchy of National Heroes: 
Rakovski, Karavelov, Levski, Botev. 

Reappraisals and Reshuffling 

First Zakhari Stoyanov and Ivan Vazov, and then the historian Dimitŭr 
Strashimirov glorified the revolutionaries of the Bulgarian Revival as 
national heroes, thus laying down the foundations of the national pan-
theon. At work here was a patriotic ethos and an admiration for the great 
personalities and the self-abnegation of the heroes rather than an orderly 
system built upon principles. There are eventually some personal prefer-
ences in favoring one hero above the others, but no system. A cult of Paisii 
(and the other early “awakeners”) also evolved, most emphatically in the 
1930s. 

The Communist historiography and hagiography of the 1920s through 
the 1960s proceeds in a different manner. It accords the foremost place to 
the revolutionaries, too, but by ordering them in a hierarchy in accordance 
with certain ideological (and class) criteria. The classification is guided by 
such principles as, in particular, how radical the revolutionary was (the 
more so, the higher the grading), how consistent and permanent his views 
were (whether he wavered, at a certain point rejecting the revolution), and 
how close he came to a social (not only a national) view of the struggle. As 
additional criteria are his attitude toward the chorbadzhii, that is, how 
much he hated them as a measure of the class interests he advocated; 
whether he relied entirely on the strength of his own people for the libera-
tion or leant on foreign forces (the less so the better, but in the event that 
he did, better on Russia); what form of future government he preferred (in 
descending order: democratic republic, republic, monarchy); and what his 
thoughts were on the issue of a Balkan or Slav federation, and, if he was in 
favor, whether he envisioned a federation “from below” or “from above” 
(i.e., created by the peoples themselves or by the governments). 
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With these criteria in mind, the grading becomes straightforward and 
predictable. To take just the four most famous revolutionary leaders, 
Lyuben Karavelov is at the bottom of the hierarchy because, toward the 
end of his life, he allegedly turned to passive “educationalism”; higher up 
is Rakovski, consistently revolutionary and anti-chorbadzhii; still higher is 
Levski, totally devoted to the revolution to his end as a martyr, and relying 
on the people alone (not on foreign help); on top is Botev, with his utopian 
socialist views and extreme radicalism, besides being a poetic genius. 

The particular labels/evaluations of the revolutionaries in ascending or-
der are as follows: “revolutionary–liberal” (in other versions “liberal– 
democrat” or “bourgeois radical” and occasionally “radical–democrat”), 
“revolutionary democrat” (with “consistent” as the highest degree), and 
finally “revolutionary democrat and utopian socialist.”87 Karavelov is revo-
lutionary-liberal. Rakovski is the first national revolutionary leader and a 
staunch revolutionary democrat. So are Levski and Botev, both of the con-
sistent type, and if they stand higher it is because of the advantage of com-
ing later and carrying the revolution further (to fruition). Botev is, in addi-
tion, a utopian socialist, which places him on top. But the actual apex of 
the hierarchy is an implicit one—scientific socialism. None of the revolu-
tionary leaders of the Revival has reached it because the epoch was not yet 
“mature” for a socialist revolution. This gives a kind of superiority of the 
militant Communist historians over the revolutionaries of the Revival 
(expressed in their position of sitting in judgment). 

This classification scheme can also be applied to revolutionaries of lesser 
stature, though with diminishing returns, reaching zero with the rank 
and file. But it is not meant at all for national activists who were educators 
or church activists. The education and church struggles being lower stages 
of the national movement (and a pre-stage of the revolutionary movement), 
their activists have to content themselves with the generally lower status of 
“awakeners,” “Enlighteners,” “educators,” “scholars,” “church activists”; 
and politically (where applicable) “reformists” and “bourgeois liberals” at 
best, and “conservatives,” “dualists” or “Turco-philes” at worst. 

There is the special case of Petko R. Slaveikov, who enjoys exceptionally 
great prestige for his contributions to education, journalism, and the 
church struggles, where he occupied the radical position, but who lacks the 
revolutionary credentials of the émigré activists. His various merits, and 
being among the most prominent post-liberation Liberals and one of the 
fathers of the Constitution, have earned him the (somewhat populist) title 
of a prototypical “people’s activist”—meant broadly and without degrading 
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qualifications. He is thus positioned foremost among the non-revolutionar-
ies. In what follows I will consider the symbolic fights around only the 
greatest revolutionaries, renouncing in advance any claim to comprehen-
siveness. 

For Marxist and non-Marxist authors alike, Georgi Sava Rakovski (1821– 
1867) is the founder or “patriarch” of the revolutionary movement. He 
effected the transition from armed bands (cheti) to an organized revolu-
tionary movement.88 It is exactly this quality of a “first revolutionary” 
within a situation of not quite differentiated “fronts” that contains the 
potential for various interpretations; moreover, his authority may be 
evoked against his successors. Thus Dimitŭr Strashimirov refers to this 
“father figure” in an attempt to reconcile his revolutionary progeny and to 
condemn the party divisions and internecine strife both before and after 
the liberation. In his view Rakovski is a “patriarchal,” “pre-party” and 
“above-party” patriot who gathered around himself all sorts of rebellious 
elements: church activists, émigrés, outlaws (haiduti), etc. Being a revolu-
tionary did not make him an enemy of the church activists, and being an 
émigré did not alienate him from the patriots inside the country acting 
within the law; he was with them all. The division into parties began after 
Rakovski’s death, and those who came after him, especially Karavelov and 
Botev, started the division into camps and the political strife in pursuit of a 
particular political ideal or program to the detriment of the revolutionary 
unity.89 

As a “pure” national revolutionary without strongly expressed social 
views, Rakovski presented a problem for the early socialists who claimed 
his symbolic capital. Georgi Bakalov had to fight (in the 1930s) against the 
“epigons of nationalism” who had succeeded in “appropriating this revolu-
tionary titan and concealing the misery of their reactionarism behind the 
aura of his fame.” The author proceeded by establishing a line of revolu-
tionary continuity, both personal and ideological, from Rakovski through 
the other revolutionaries (who thus appear as good disciples of Rakovski 
rather than leaders of warring factions) right to his own times.90 

It is not my task here to trace in detail or even in outline the evolution 
of the interpretation of Rakovski under Communism. It can only be noted 
that from the extreme Left field he was later gradually restored to the all-
national Center of the terrain. In Nikolai Genchev’s treatment (reminiscent 
of Strashimirov) Rakovski is indivisible among “parties” and classes—first 
ideologue and leader of the national revolution, a (consistent) revolution-
ary democrat, and standing for the interests of the whole nation; his bour-
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geois–democratic platform became the ideology of the nation.91 The 
“patriarchal” status of Rakovski is self-evident for most of the authors to 
follow. 

Luyben Karavelov (1834–1879) is not an easy case to assess from an ex-
treme revolutionary position because his biography is marred by his al-
leged turning away from the revolution toward the end of his life and his 
devotion to “educationalism.” (As will be seen, it is also marred by conflict 
with Botev, whose unjust accusations were long taken by historians at face 
value.) 

The founder of Bulgarian scientific socialism, Dimitŭr Blagoev set the 
tone in underrating Karavelov, whom he described as a “progressive lib-
eral, whose views do not go further than political radicalism.” A “liberal” 
is presented here as a person who seeks progress in the gradual develop-
ment of science, trade, and industry but does not ascribe great weight to 
the change of economic conditions and the relations between the classes; 
who considers knowledge as a necessary precondition for the advance of 
society; and who has as his political ideal a communal self-government like 
that in Switzerland, Belgium, or the United States of America. All this is 
meant disparagingly and contrasted with the credo of a socialist revolu-
tionary (such as Botev) that aims at the undoing of economic subjugation 
and holds that until this is the case, all efforts to educate the people will 
remain vain.92 

Karavelov does not qualify as consistent revolutionary democrat such as 
Levski or Botev (and Chernishevski and Dobrolyubov among the Russians) 
for Todor Pavlov. But he is not “at the lower points of the revolutionary 
wave” either, having been, after all, a combatant against the Bulgarian 
chorbadzhii, the big bourgeoisie, and “the opportunists, traitors, and de-
featists” in general. With his ideology, and his revolutionary and literary 
oeuvre he thus stands somewhere in the middle of the revolutionary wave, 
nearer to its crest than to its base, being a “bourgeois radical” or “bour-
geois liberal.” Having said that, in a display of generosity Todor Pavlov 
proffers the following evaluation: 

“Lyuben Karavelov remained in essence, in spite of all wavering, com-
promise, and errors, in the position of a revolutionary democrat rather 
than in the position of a bourgeois–liberal or a bourgeois–democrat, 
though without the utopian socialism of Botev and the entirely consistent 
revolutionary democratism of Levski.”93 

Whatever the particular evaluation, this kind of treatment is characteris-
tic of the Stalinist period, when the historian in the role of ideologue (or 
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an ideologue posing as a historian, as in this case) was supposed to sit in 
judgment and pass verdicts. Later on, this would be mitigated to making 
presumably “objective” assessments and only much later would the histo-
rian describe and try to understand rather than evaluate. A value element 
may, of course, be contained in what seems a “pure” description but this is 
finesse compared to the kind of direct categorical judgment just men-
tioned. The “objectivist” language in which the evaluations were proffered 
and made to appear “in the nature of things,” quite at odds with their 
position-related nature, should also be noted. Ideology posed here as posi-
tivist scholarship, all the more easily as the latter was the dominant con-
cept of Bulgarian history writing inherited from the “bourgeois” epoch 
(when it evolved under strong German influences). 

An evaluation of Karavelov’s “class position” and political views by 
Dimitŭr Kosev reads: “an ideologue of the petty bourgeoisie,” and, more 
precisely, a “petty bourgeois radical-democrat with considerable wavering 
to the left or to the right toward the moderate bourgeois liberals.”94 This 
provides us with a refinement of the scale of evaluation, where “bourgeois 
liberal” is politically to the right of “radical democrat.” Karavelov is seen 
as representative of the moderate wing in the Bulgarian national revolu-
tionary movement of the 1870s. His (presumable) retreat from the revolu-
tionary movement is explained by class commitments deriving from his 
class status as a “representative of the Bulgarian petty commercial– 
industrial bourgeoisie, which preferred that liberation from the Turkish 
yoke be achieved with foreign help instead of suffering heavy losses it-
self.”95 In a similar (class) vein, and with greater hostility, Karavelov has 
been qualified by militants as a “cabinet revolutionary,” “renegade,” 
“liquidator,” the one to blame for the split in the revolutionary organiza-
tion, etc.96 

Karavelov had to wait for Krumka Sharova in 1970 (after an initial 
moderate advocacy by Nikola Kondarev) for a higher evaluation of his 
deeds, though issuing from the same standard. Her vindication consists in 
the recognition (empirically buttressed) that he, too, was a consistent revo-
lutionary, akin to the Russian “revolutionary democrats” Alexander 
Herzen, Nikolai Chernishevski, and to Pisarev both during his more dubi-
ous (from a revolutionary point of view) period in Serbia and during his 
period in Bucharest when he became the principal organizer and head of 
the Bulgarian Revolutionary Central Committee.97 Thus Krumka Sharova 
pulled Karavelov out of the ranks of suspicious “liberals.” 

In a more radical way, Nikolai Genchev vindicated (in 1978) the whole 
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trend represented by Karavelov. Not only was he “a committed revolution-
ary activist and thinker, a proponent of the liberal and national liberation 
ideas of the nineteenth century,” but the contradictory evaluations of him 
resulted from the unscholarly characteristics of bourgeois liberalism as a 
non-revolutionary trend in the Bulgarian liberation movement in general.98 

A special note was added in the 1970s by Hristo Gandev in describing 
(the intellectual and man of letters) Karavelov, and also Rakovski and 
Botev, as “bourgeois intellectuals” (intelligenti). This was meant as a justifi-
cation of the bourgeoisie that supplied the revolution with its ideologues 
and leaders.99 Following up this line Plamen Mitev recently explained the 
“hesitations” and wavering of Lyuben Karavelov with reference to his intel-
lectualism, which is ascribed a positive meaning in contrast to the typical 
revolutionary disparagement of intellectual hesitancy. To cite him: 

“Karavelov is, in fact, one of the few intellectuals of subjugated Bul-
garia, and this explains best his at first sight complicated and contradictory 
political path. In contrast to the rectilinear émigrés, who followed the cho-
sen objective without deviation, Karavelov took things to heart, experi-
enced doubts, looked for a compromise, tried to sense alternative opportu-
nities, and it is precisely this that makes him into a personality of national 
stature.”100 

Vasil Levski (1837–1873) is least disputed among the national revolu-
tionaries, not least because of his exceptional character and (saintly) lack of 
personal flaws.101 His major and generally recognized contribution is the 
transfer of the center of gravity of the revolutionary activity from emigra-
tion to the interior of the country and the setting up of a network of secret 
revolutionary “committees.” He is thus commonly described as an organ-
izer and “practical worker” of genius but also as a strategist and tactician 
of the revolution. The debate concerns only his contribution to the devel-
opment of the revolutionary ideas and his education. It should be noted 
that this debate is not constituted along ideological lines but is of a more 
“technical” nature. The way Levski was drawn into the ideological field (of 
contesting current political realities) is different, namely, as a (mostly im-
plicit) counterpoise in greatness to the utopian socialist Botev. 

The evaluation of Levski by Dimitŭr Blagoev (founder of the Bulgarian 
Socialist Party) reads: “practical genius, genius organizer,” “a pure, bright 
figure” without blemish.102 In the same vein Dimitŭr Strashimirov (not a 
socialist) calls Levski a “mighty architect” and builder of the internal or-
ganization (the idea is ascribed by him to Karavelov), “soul of the revolu-
tion,” its genius and “highest judge.”103 
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In a work of 1924, the Communist intellectual Georgi Bakalov calls 
Levski a “genius of revolutionary organization and practice” but expresses 
doubts as to his education and “theoretical preparation.” Still, owing to his 
“sound common sense” and the fact that he was able to pass the “school” 
of Rakovski, Karavelov, and Botev, he managed to raise himself to the level 
of his contemporary revolutionary ideas and apply them in a creative man-
ner.104 In a later work of his (of 1938) Bakalov acknowledges Levski’s prior-
ity in conceiving of the idea of internal organization besides putting it in 
practice.105 By describing Levski’s rules and the arrangement of the secret 
committees, the author was actually suggesting the way to organize the 
underground activity of the Communist Party and to train a cadre of pro-
fessional Communist revolutionaries.106 

In  his  work on Levski (published in 1946) Hristo Gandev reveals the  
sources of Levski’s idea for a self-reliant popular revolution, namely, the 
ideas of Mazzini and of the political movement “Young Europe” medi-
ated through the Bulgarian émigré group of Ivan Kasabov. Levski does 
not look here as isolated and “self-taught” as he is presented by many 
later authors. Moreover, as pointed out by the author, Mazzini’s teaching 
uses an undifferentiated concept of “people” and puts forward the ideals 
of a people’s freedom and equality, and a “sacred republic” (as with 
Levski), but does not operate with classes and class struggle. Gandev also 
emphasized the crisis of the revolutionary movement following the cap-
turing and hanging of Levski—a fact that the militant Marxist historians 
just emerging on the scene would jump over in their heroic image of the 
revolution as a continuous escalation.107 It is hardly surprising that the  
book came under severe attack by Bulgarian and Soviet authors (Ivan 
Undzhiev, Nikola Kondarev, Mikhail Dimitrov, Dimitŭr Sheludko) and 
that for a long time the possibility of even hinting at Levski’s “Mazzi-
nism” disappeared (along with any interpretation of Ivan Kasabov in the 
spirit of revolutionary nationalism, as if “liberal nationalists” were not 

108revolutionary).
Levski, in Dimitŭr Kosev’s description, is a consistent democrat and na-

tional revolutionary, to whom it was clear, firstly, that liberation from 
Turkish domination should be realized with exclusive reliance on one’s 
own strength; and secondly, that in order for the people to take to arms en 
masse, determined and systematic organizational groundwork among the 
masses was necessary—and, as a “man of deeds,” he undertook it. But hav-
ing “insufficient education” and “weak theoretical preparation,” Levski 
was prevented from emerging as a leading publicist and from giving a more 
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definite shape to his political views.109 Here again is the intellectually con-
descending attitude. 

Nikolai Genchev, the brightest dissident historian in the last decades of 
Communist rule, wrote his most inspired book about Levski. He resolutely 
rejected the presentation of Levski as just an organizer and a man of prac-
tical deeds, implementing the ideas of others but not quite educated and 
lacking theoretical knowledge. In contrast, he stressed precisely his politi-
cal views (elaborated mostly in letters), especially his ideas of self-reliant 
revolutionary organization as well as his pronouncements on the “sacred 
and pure” future democratic republic.110 This book defied censorship and 
the authorities on a number of points. Firstly, there was the elevation of 
Levski to the highest position in the national pantheon—as the greatest 
Bulgarian, eclipsing both Botev and later Communist heroes. Second was 
the idea that every political force attempts to appropriate Lesvki for its own 
purposes by falsifying him (with the implication that the Communists did 
so as well). Third, there was the reading of Levski’s ideas for a future Bul-
garia that implies that his “pure and sacred” republic is the opposite of the 
Communist regime (in the direct reference transparently masked as 
“totalitarianism”111). Finally, Nikolai Genchev (and Gandev after him) op-
posed, more or less explicitly, Levski’s concept of organization to the more 
“anarchistic” Botev, thus revising the hierarchy established by the Com-
munist regime.112 Genchev’s book on Levski was an act of defiance, and it 
was received as such by the regime, even though it managed to find its way 
into print (unlike other works by the same author that were banned from 
publication or confiscated once published). 

In a later version of his book on Levski (in 1987), Genchev included an 
important second part, in which he discussed Levski’s presence in the Bul-
garian “historical memory,” especially in memoirs, fiction, art, and his-
torical scholarship, as well as his “canonization” in the popular memory. 
In the review of the scholarly writings on Levski, he demonstrated how 
views have changed over time and in particular conjunctures, ranging from 
“negation” to a “competition for the appropriation of his immortality” and 
a “share in the partition of the historical legacy of Levski.”113 It is worth 
noting that in spite of his defense of Levski from “encroachments” from 
various quarters, by his admiration Genchev contributed greatly to the 
setting up of a cult of Levski, initially strongly personal and opposed to the 
authorities but then, with the growing publicity of the author, receiving 
wide public acclaim (an indication, among other things, of the evolution of 
the Communist regime itself in a nationalist direction). 
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Unlike the saintly Levski, Hristo Botev (1847–1876) was strongly contested 
and admired from various quarters during his own lifetime and afterwards— 
contested for his fiery temper and admired for his poetic and journalistic 
genius. He has been portrayed variously as a social revolutionary and fore-
runner of Bulgarian socialism, an ardent patriot and nationalist, an indomi-
table rebel in the tradition of the Balkan outlaws (haiduti), a rootless cosmo-
politan, and even as an irresponsible rogue and socially subversive atheist.114 

Botev was the absolute favorite of the Communists both before and after 
World War II. Dimitŭr Blagoev styles him as “socialist, even extreme social-
ist,” committed to destroying the economic subjugation of the people; 
leader of the extreme left wing of the revolution, that of the “Com-
munards.”115 Blagoev could not miss the opportunity for mobilizing Botev’s 
authority in favor of the socialist cause: 

“An organized socialist movement now exists in Bulgaria, which is not 
only a continuation of Botev’s trend and Botev’s spirit but an improvement 
that left out everything transitory in Botev, everything in his tactics and 
struggle that was transitory and dictated by the conditions then, hence 
necessary at the time but incongruous with today’s conditions of the strug-
gle, and with today’s state of development.”116 

The line of socialist (Communist) researchers into Botev goes through 
the more or less academic Mikhail Dimitrov and Ivan Klincharov, who 
stressed the influence on him of the Russian utopian socialism (in its revo-
lutionary variety represented by Chernishevski, Herzen, and Dobrolyubov), 
of Bakunin’s anarchism and the populist (narodniki) movement of the late 
1860s and early 1870s; Ivan Klincharov even implies that Botev was begin-
ning to be acquainted with the scientific socialism of Marx.117 

More of a propagandist, Georgi Bakalov resolutely claimed Botev for so-
cialism, the proletariat and the Communist Party. Still, he acknowledges 
that Botev was not an ideologue of the Bulgarian proletariat, non-existent 
in his time as a class, and that his views were not those of the scientific 
socialism of Marx and Lenin. Ideologically, Botev was connected with Rus-
sian revolutionary populism and its petty bourgeois utopian socialism (his 
faith in the people’s originality, the vaguely expressed idea of decentralized 
communes). He was especially a disciple of Chernishevski and Bakunin 
and a “great revolutionary democrat” (as Lenin praised Chernishevski). 
Botev was expressing the interests of the class of petty producers in a kind 
of peasant democracy, while he understood the proletariat as a parasitic 
and pauperized class in the sense of antiquity rather than the contempo-
rary proletariat as the basis of production.118 
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It is interesting to note that the interpretation of Botev’s utopian social-
ism opened internal debates between Marxist authors, who thus formu-
lated their own views about the varieties of socialism, the Russian populists 
(narodniki), the Russian revolutionary democrats of the 1860s, etc., and 
their relation to “scientific socialism.”119 

At the same time Botev was claimed by the Bulgarian anarchists in po-
lemics with the Communist authors. This interpretation stressed the anar-
chist strand in Botev’s ideas under the influence of Bakunin and Proudon, 
namely, his extreme revolutionism, his rejection of any authority, his pro-
nouncements for decentralized communes and true federalism and against 
private property, etc., while the influence of the Russian populists and of 
utopian socialism (Chernishevski) was downplayed.120 

Finally, one may cite Boyan Penev’s attempt (in 1926) to “integrate” the 
personality of Botev, claimed, contested and divided into ideological 
strands. The author points to the underlying unity of Botev’s passionate 
“nature,” governed by a (romantic) love of freedom in all senses— 
individual, national, and social. Hence he was attracted to any teaching 
that has at its root the notion of freedom: individualism (the widest per-
sonal freedom though stopping short of egotism), socialism (the freedom of 
the toiling people and of the proletariat from social subjugation), national-
ism (as an ardent Bulgarian patriot suffering with his people under foreign 
rule), and internationalism (sympathy with all suppressed peoples). Be-
cause of his impatience and dedication to revolutionary activities, these 
remained little elaborated in his writings and some are contradictory if 
considered as doctrines; still, they combine in his passionate drive for free-
dom.121 Clearly, Penev does justice to the various sources of Botev’s views, 
and, hence, the various interpretations, while affirming a deeper binding 
element that relativizes any single interpretation. But for the exponents of 
the various doctrines Botev was needed in ever partial (and skewed) por-
traits to concord with their own ideas and lend them his aura. 

Todor Pavlov’s speech (on the celebration of Botev’s day, 2 June, in 
1945) already represents the triumphalist and mandatory appropriation of 
Botev by the victorious Communists. Though Botev’s Bulgaria was on the 
eve of a bourgeois–democratic transformation, Botev was not a “great 
bourgeois democrat” (this is already a stigma) but a leader of the “leftmost 
revolutionary wing”—of the Communards. Under the conditions of his time 
he could not evolve as an accomplished scientific socialist, Marxist, and 
dialectical materialist, but remained a utopian socialist with “intuitions of 
dialectical materialism.” He was also a patriot, in fact an “accomplished” 
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and “great” patriot, not a false patriot or “chauvinist,” besides being a 
“great internationalist.”122 

In the early Communist years, and in Botev’s canonized case until quite 
late, the official view flowed directly into historical scholarship. In Dimitŭr 
Kosev’s description, Botev is the apex of the Bulgarian revolutionary-
democratic ideas before the liberation. Besides being a revolutionary of the 
most consistent type, he is a utopian socialist (in his views on the future of 
the society), though not a Marxist and only to an extent under the influ-
ence of scientific socialism, but rather under the impact of the Russian 
populists, of the utopian socialists, and of the petty bourgeois anarchism of 
Proudon. He “paid little attention to the propaganda of socialism” and 
more to the propaganda of revolutionary-democratic ideas. This is ex-
plained by Kosev by the fact that a “deep and penetrating mind” such as 
Botev’s “saw very clearly that a national-democratic (not socialist) revolu-
tion was imminent in Bulgaria.” Botev was also a champion of the idea of a 
“brotherly union” between the Balkan peoples, not by way of agreement 
between governments (which did not then express the will of their peoples) 
but as the Balkan peoples themselves fight their way into a union.123 (Botev 
thus appears as a forerunner of the inter-war and immediate post-war 
Communist thesis for Balkan federalism “from below,” understood as a 
federation of Balkan peoples led by their Communist parties.) 

These were the general lines of Botev’s interpretation, followed by nu-
merous authors afterwards alongside the accumulation of empirical find-
ings and the writing of a comprehensive biography.124 In fact, the case of 
Botev shows clearly that an interpretation is only to some extent dependent 
on empirical findings and that a preconceived scheme may accommodate 
various facts. Thus (apart from cruder attempts to align Botev with Com-
munism) it was a question of “politics” to stress the impact upon him of 
utopian socialism, and of populism, rather than of anarchism or of West-
ern liberalism. 

Nikolai Genchev was probably the first to cast doubts on the revolution-
ary precedence of Botev, both indirectly by extolling Levski, and directly by 
downgrading his view of a spontaneous people’s revolution (plus an 
Aesopian hint at his socialist utopianism, with which Levski was not 
“infatuated”).125 Such ideas could be elaborated more explicitly only in the 
free post-Communist conditions. Thus according to Ivan Stoyanov, Botev 
retreated from the positions reached by Levski because he did not pay at-
tention to the necessity of preparing the people for an uprising but relied 
(anarchistically) on its revolutionary instinct. Also, in contrast to Levski, 
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who put the emphasis on a mass people’s uprising, Botev was in favor of 
“combined tactics”—uprising plus the dispatching of bands (cheti) from 
neighboring states (another drawback). When considering Botev’s views the 
author enumerates populism, anarchism, bourgeois liberalism, and uto-
pian socialism already on an equal footing, of which Botev sought “the 
most appropriate for the Bulgarian conditions.” Interestingly, Botev’s uto-
pian socialism, which previously served to legitimate the Communist order, 
is now itself in need of justification, namely, that it had nothing in com-
mon with the “familiar socialist reality.”126 

Speaking of the historical revolutionist narrative in general, one should 
add that the heroes are typically introduced in an ascending gradation. 
The value hierarchy is thus reinforced by presentational means: plotting, 
sequencing, moving toward denouement, etc. Every revolutionary does 
something but everyone lacks something and is superseded by the next 
(and overtaken in merits). The revolution is thought of as a relay race, in 
which the baton is passed on to increasingly radical personalities until the 
culmination is reached, that is, Botev and the organizers of the April upris-
ing.127 With the appearance of more radical persons and ideas, all the rest 
become anachronistic and drop out of the race. To use another metaphor, 
the revolutionaries are imagined as climbers on a steep rock who are stuck 
at different points, destined to remain where they are. The unconquerable 
peak they are climbing is called socialist revolution and the equipment 
necessary to reach it—scientific socialism. 

The treatment of the Bulgarian revolutionaries by Zhak Natan provides 
an illustration. Rakovski is a “revolutionary democrat,” a father of the 
Bulgarian revolutionary ideology, but his ideology was still not quite lucid 
and complete. Karavelov is a “great revolutionary democrat,” the first 
among the Bulgarian revolutionaries to create a system with a “broad revo-
lutionary democratic character.” But he was not able to assimilate the 
critical revolutionary teaching of the Russian social philosophers Belinski, 
Herzen, Chernishevski, and Dobrolyubov. He came to the idea of a revolu-
tion by way of a mass popular uprising, but it was Levski who realized it. 
Besides, he did not adhere to the revolutionary tenets to the end but passed 
to evolutionism and educationalism, being in fact a “bourgeois radical.” 
Levski, in his turn, elaborated an “accomplished and broad national-
revolutionary ideology that lifts him to the highest peak of the ideological 
trends of the epoch.” He is distinguished by a “lucid and consistent de-
mocratism, nationalism and patriotism” and is “the most consistent Bul-
garian revolutionary democrat” and most able organizer of the national 
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revolution, who introduced into it the principle of methodical organiza-
tional work. But he, too, did not surpass the framework of his epoch. Botev 
elaborated a theory of revolution by way of mass popular uprising, al-
though as an organizer he lags behind Levski. He fought not only for the 
national liberation of the people but also for social liberation and for a 
brotherly union between the Balkan and South Slav peoples. His views 
represent a mixture of the ideas of the utopian socialists, the petty bour-
geois anarchism of Proudon, the scientific rationalism of the eighteenth 
and the nineteenth centuries, and the ideas of the Russian revolutionary 
democrats. He is a “great revolutionary democrat and utopian socialist,” 
the highest peak of Bulgarian revolutionary ideology during the Revival, 
and the only one who managed to exceed the limits of his epoch and be-
come a “forerunner of scientific socialism.” But (as implied) he, too, was 
neither a Marxist nor a scientific socialist.128 

The reappraisal of the revolutionaries that began somewhat “under-
ground” in the 1970s continued after Communism. The central figure in 
this reappraisal is Krumka Sharova, who based her inferences on extensive 
research, in contrast to the lovers of bombastic revisionist statements. Her 
interest is focused on the crisis in the revolutionary movement following 
the death of Levski, and the conflict between Karavelov and Botev that led 
to the split in the Bulgarian Revolutionary Central Committee in Bucha-
rest (headed by Karavelov) and to the founding of a new revolutionary 
formation, the so-called Bulgarian Revolutionary Committee of 1875. The 
previous interpretation (of Aleksandŭr Burmov) had showed the new or-
ganization as a natural continuation of the older one and the conflict be-
tween Botev and Karavelov as a fight between the consistent revolutionary 
forces around Botev and the liberal-bourgeois (and educationalist) tenden-
cies. However, the conflict and the split that followed are shown in a very 
different light by Krumka Sharova. She portrays the impulsive, touchy, and 
intolerant Botev as the more active in this quarrel, incited by persons who 
wanted the removal of Karavelov from the leadership. There were also 
disagreements in terms of principles. Botev was breaking the principles 
established in Levski’s time when insisting upon a more active role for the 
émigrés in organizing armed bands from outside instead of the careful 
preparation of an uprising from within (as he believed the people were 
ready to rise at any time). Again in violation of the established rules he 
imagined the revolutionary organization as decentralized on the model of 
the underground Russian socialist and other circles, in contrast to the 
existing subordination and discipline, and he relied too much and quite 
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unrealistically on the intervention of neighboring states (especially Serbia 
and Montenegro). Botev’s views were embodied in the new Bulgarian Revo-
lutionary Committee (of 1875), created (as Sharova says) as a “separatist 
organization” by a small group of people around him, not especially 
prominent and authoritative and without the support the majority of the 
émigrés and of the internal activists. 

Finally, based on a number of facts, Krumka Sharova categorically re-
jects the standard accusation against Karavelov (made first by Botev and 
later taken up by historians) of retreating from the revolutionary move-
ment and devoting himself entirely to peaceful “educationalism.” The con-
flict in the revolutionary movement appears thus to be not between the 
liberal-bourgeois tendencies and the resolute revolutionaries, but within 
the committed revolutionary movement itself, between disciplined and 
consistent activists on the one hand, and rash and anarchistic ones on the 
other hand. The committee of 1875 did not exist long and its plans and 
actions were ill-conceived and adventurous. It was succeeded by the so-
called Committee of Gyurgevo (a Romanian town), created again by associ-
ates of Botev, who undertook the preparation of the April uprising by send-
ing emissaries into the country (in a return to Levski’s views). Botev was in 
Russia when this was taking place and his feat of entering the country at 
the head of an armed band (cheta) to join the uprising (which had already 
been suppressed), as well as his heroic death, are consistent with his 
views.129 

Plamen Mitev is another historian who recently sided with Karavelov (in 
agreement with Krumka Sharova) in his conflict with Botev. He pointed 
out that it was actually Botev who retreated in 1875 from a number of 
hard-won views on the revolutionary struggle, such as preparation of the 
uprising from within the country (and the priority of the internal organi-
zation), the need for centralized leadership, the anachronism of fighting by 
dispatching bands from outside, apart from the fact that the organizational 
legitimacy in the conflict was not on his side.130 Interestingly, Plamen Mitev 
devotes little space in his published “lectures” to Botev, who is reduced in 
stature to a “most active follower” of Levski after his death (it is worth 
remembering that, for earlier authors, it was Levski who learned from 
Botev).131 The newer interpretation thus not only performed a U-turn to 
take the side of Karavelov against Botev, of the disciplined national revolu-
tionary against the anarchistic social revolutionary, but this led to a reshuf-
fling in the national pantheon. Botev will remain the greatest national 
poet, but not the greatest national revolutionary or the most saintly figure. 
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Beyond the empirical highlighting of what was going on within the revo-
lutionary movement in 1875, the reappraisal implicitly reaches further. To 
begin with, one becomes aware of how small the group of radical activists 
that organized the April uprising was, even within the context of the revo-
lutionary movement itself—a handful of people taking the initiative and 
steering the national movement upon the fateful path of mass uprising. 
This destroys the fiction of a smooth, conflict-free continuity and shatters 
the assurance that the most radical activists necessarily have “right” and 
“far-sightedness” in history on their side (and that there is something 
“most advanced” in this respect), bringing back an awareness of alterna-
tives and of historical “contingency.” This somehow raises doubts about 
the course of action taken, this time not by comparing it with the 
“evolutionist” alternative, but by considering the revolutionary trend from 
within. 
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23 Konev, Bŭlgarskoto vŭzrazhdane. Vol. 1, 29. 
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Zhechev, Bŭlgarskiyat Velikden, 441–461. 
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374–375. 
126 Ivan Stoyanov, Istoriya na bŭlgarskoto, 237–241. 
127 In fact, this metaphor occurs explicitly, as in the following citation from Undzhiev’s  

book: “Having taken the revolutionary relay baton from Rakovski, the combatants 
from Botev’s generation were filled with the proud awareness of their historical mis-
sion.” In Ivan Undzhiev and Tzveta Undzhieva, Hristo Botev. Zhivot i delo, 202. 



196 THE MAKING OF A NATION IN THE BALKANS 
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CHAPTER FIVE 

The April Uprising, the Russo-Turkish Liberation War, 
and the Revolution 

The 1876 uprising of the Bulgarians (known as the April uprising), organ-
ized by a group of Bulgarian revolutionary émigrés in Romania, was the 
greatest Bulgarian national uprising toward the end of the Ottoman domi-
nation. It was severely suppressed in what became known in Western 
Europe as “the Bulgarian horrors.” In its aftermath, a conference of the 
ambassadors of the great powers was convened in Constantinople (Istanbul) 
to work out a scheme of reforms. Turkey hastened to proclaim liberal re-
form and a constitution (in 1876) in order to preempt external interfer-
ence, but did not agree to European inspection of the reforms. Russia then 
took the initiative and declared war on the Ottoman Empire (1877–78), 
which ended with the establishment of a Bulgarian state. The preliminary 
peace treaty (of San Stefano) envisioned a greater Bulgaria, to include all 
territories with Bulgarian population (roughly the territories under the 
Exarchate), but the final Berlin Congress of the European great powers (1– 
13 July 1878) divided it into the autonomous Kingdom of Bulgaria and the 
self-governing Eastern Rumelia under the authority of the sultan, while 
Macedonia remained under the Ottomans. We will consider now how these 
events are accounted for in Bulgarian scholarship on the Revival. 

The April Uprising and the Russo-Turkish War 

The April uprising of 1876 generated debates and interpretations in his-
torical scholarship for a number of reasons. To begin with, the military 
inadequacy of the uprising imparts to it an air of adventure. Rather than a 
serious military undertaking it appears as a vast massacre of civilian popu-
lation. The very plan of the organizers and leaders was to urge outside 
intervention by provoking the Turks into bloodshed. This creates a moral 
problem: were the organizers justified in consciously leading militarily 
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inexperienced people to their deaths? By unleashing a causal chain of 
events through the Constantinople Conference of the great powers and the 
Russo-Turkish war in 1877–78, the April uprising actually “led” toward 
liberation. This is its great merit and achievement. But the Bulgarian state 
established by the Berlin peace treaty did not unite all lands populated by 
Bulgarians and fell short of the national consolidation achieved during the 
national revival. Here arises the problem of the balance between what was 
gained and what was lost, hence whether the path of the uprising was the 
right one. Moreover, the “incomplete liberation” predetermined the irre-
dentist goals of the Bulgarian state in the subsequent period, the pursuit of 
which ended in catastrophe. These longer-range “consequences” cannot 
but affect the assessment of the uprising. The treatment of the April upris-
ing in historiography may be considered a way of coping with the above-
mentioned problems. 

There is, to begin with, the glorification of the April uprising in verse 
and prose. Ivan Vazov, the emblematic “people’s writer,” created a heroic 
and glorious image of the uprising in his poetry (the “The epic of the for-
gotten” cycle) and in the novel Under the yoke. The darker aspect—of 
“shame” and “infamy” from the panic and the betrayal—finds its way into 
some of his poems,1 and the novel stops where the uprising begins. Zakhari 
Stoyanov, one of the “apostles” of the April uprising (as the organizers 
were named) and a leading public figure after the liberation, contributed 
most to the heroization and sanctification with his Notes on the Bulgarian 
uprisings. These were, according to him, “the most glamorous pages” of 
modern Bulgarian history. Though he admits that the uprising had weak-
nesses and that, viewed critically, it was not well prepared and not practi-
cal, he justifies it by pointing to the “sacred goal and the noble intentions” 
of the organizers; he also argues against the “prudent worshippers of rea-
son” and those who put their faith in “Enlightening” and education.2 

Spelling out his own biases, Zakhari Stoyanov was the first to blame the 
better educated and the well-off for staying away from the uprising and 
even creating obstacles. While an analysis of the data on the members of 
the secret committees does not support such an inference, it suited very 
well Chervenkov-Pavlov’s thesis of the “betrayal of the bourgeoisie” in the 
1950s. 

In his monumental study of the April uprising (published in 1907), 
Dimitŭr Strashimirov presented a mass of empirical data and took a stand 
on the contemporary debates. He rejected the view coming from so-called 
Russophobes that the uprising was the result of Russian scheming and 
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instigation, notwithstanding the drive of Russia toward the Straits, the 
widespread belief of the Bulgarians in its liberating mission, and the hopes 
placed in her by the revolutionaries themselves. In contrast, he affirms the 
independence of the undertaking, which issued from the inner conviction 
of the revolutionaries and set its own objectives (to provoke intervention 
from Europe, Russia included). Although in the opinion of the author 
(who refers to the “practical genius” of Levski) more years were necessary 
in order to prepare a mass popular rising, he considers the organizers fully 
justified in risking this desperate venture with faith in the European inter-
vention, because their calculations proved right and “History vindicated 
them.” Strashimirov, too, does not believe in waiting and “evolution,” that 
is, in the road of gradual reform. As he puts it emphatically, there was no 
other way, the situation “dictated” the choice of this path.3 

The author expresses the outcome of the uprising in the form of an 
oxymoron: it had the extraordinary fate of succeeding in its very failure; it 
was a failure “altogether,” but a complete success as to its objective.4 The 
liberation came out of the “ashes” owing to Europe’s intervention. Re-
search on the social composition of the insurgents led him to the conclu-
sion that the uprising was embraced only by the industrial urban centers 
and that while the “rich class” in general was against risky ventures, so was 
the mass of the peasants.5 

Defeat in the Balkan wars (1912–13) and in World War I, conducted by 
Bulgaria with irredentist purposes, brought about a reappraisal of Bulgar-
ian history. Todor Vaikov, a well-known Bulgarian intellectual and political 
activist, raised once again in the 1930s the fundamental question of the 
“justification” of the April uprising, that is, of how necessary or reasonable 
it was, especially in view of the consequences. What is meant here is the 
fact that the events resulted in the establishment of a small Bulgarian state 
(due to Western opposition to Russia). The author takes up the arguments 
of the “evolutionists” in hypothesizing that a liberation under different 
circumstances, after more time and after achieving greater economic and 
social progress, would have led “one way or another” to a more felicitous 
solution to the “Bulgarian question,” that is, without the partitioning of 
the Bulgarian lands that “conditioned” the irredentist wars afterwards.6 

(But he does not consider the blunders of the Bulgarian leadership in the 
wars.) 

The April uprising became a source of pride and identification for the 
Bulgarian Communists. Writing in 1938, Georgi Bakalov defines it as “the 
most heroic page in our modern history” and “the highest point of the 
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Revival.” Responding to charges of weak preparation (and unconcerned 
with empirical truth) he describes it as “a mass rising of the popular strata, 
prepared by way of continuous methodical propaganda and agitation by a 
widespread revolutionary organization.” Bakalov closes up the debate with 
the deterministic ultima ratio that the uprising was a “historical necessity” 
and a “historical inevitability” along the road to liberation of the Bulgar-
ian people. Although it proved to be a failure, it was important as a combat 
experience and as a “preparation for historical life.”7 As can be seen, from 
this perspective no justification of the uprising by the subsequent libera-
tion is needed, because being a revolutionary act, it is self-sufficient per se. 

In fact, the historians are unanimous in characterizing the April upris-
ing as the climax of the revolutionary efforts and of the national revolu-
tion, and most of them consider it as “justified” both with regard to the 
effects (the Russo-Turkish war and the liberation) and in itself—as a deed of 
valor, a paragon of heroism. The difference is only that hard-line Marxist 
authors insist on the mass dimensions of the heroism, and the fact that it 
was displayed by both the popular strata and their leaders.8 Heroization in 
general nourishes national self-confidence and pride, which is exactly what 
many national historians regard as their task. It should also be noted that 
heroism somehow takes the question of meaning out of the discussion. 
Alternatively, one may say that heroism makes the event meaningful in 
itself, without regard to previous plans and to the immediate or longer-
range effects. 

The heroic interpretation encounters one major problem. The very fac-
ticity of the uprising, which was drowned in a blood-bath by Muslim irregu-
lars, makes the balance between heroism and suffering precarious. The 
emphasis on the Turkish atrocities and the number of victims arouses pity 
and leaves the victimizing impression of a massacre. (The participation of 
Bulgarian Muslims—“pomaks”—in putting down the revolt and committing 
the greatest atrocities is the nationally awkward moment that rarely re-
ceives mention in the historical narrative.) A way out of this unfortunate 
situation is to interpret the April uprising as a moral “expiation” 
(“redemption”) of Liberty with the blood of the victims, which now seems 
morally deserved and not offered as a free gift by Russia.9 This interpreta-
tion of course applies a rather general pattern with a religious provenance. 
There is, in addition, the possibility of combining a heroic interpretation 
with a sense of tragedy, for example by treating the uprising as a “heroic 
deed driven by desperation,” a combination of passion and reason.10 

A reappraisal of the April uprising in the freer post-Communist epoch 
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broke the taboo that surrounded the “mass heroism” and put the emphasis 
on martyrdom (derived from the Christian faith). Especially the massacre 
of Batak, where the insurgents gave away their weapons only to be massa-
cred by the thousands while paralyzed with terror, is interpreted in this 
vein.11 

A special problem in the interpretation of the April uprising is pre-
sented by the intentions of the organizers (as attested by major figures12) to 
provoke Turkish atrocities and thus attract the attention of “Europe.” 
While most historians admit that the uprising was ill-prepared and uncoor-
dinated, the open statement of the leadership’s strategy appears morally 
problematic, especially when coupled with lack of faith in the success of 
the venture itself from the very beginning. It is for that reason that the 
eulogy of the “desperately brave strategy of the apostles” by the leftist soci-
ologist Ivan Hadzhiiski (in the early 1940s) sounds somewhat unconvinc-
ing. In spite of the efforts of the author, the leader of the uprising Georgi 
Benkovski does not occupy the highest place in the Bulgarian national 
pantheon and is sometimes characterized as “adventurous” (in contrast to 
the brave but prudent Levski).13 Hadzhiiski himself shows little compassion 
for the “human material of the uprising” composed primarily of “petty 
owners” (peasants and artisans). These are characterized by him as 
“natural opportunists,” wavering and bending to circumstances, so that the 
leaders had to take recourse to some “noble lies” and psychological tricks 
in order to persuade them.14 (Conscious of the problem of how this would 
be received, Hadzhiiski charges the “bourgeois” researchers of the uprising 
and their “bourgeois public” with cowardice, philistinism, and intellectual 
hesitancy.) 

One can also mention a recent attempt to ease the moral tension of the 
recognized and clearly stated ethical problem—”Did the organizers con-
sciously lead the people into massacre?”—by saying that, while they had 
expected and even programmed it, they never envisioned “such a bloody 
bacchanalia.”15 Others would simply disregard the inconvenient facts and 
flatly state that the leaders of the uprising believed in its success.16 But 
more common than a direct confrontation with the ethical problem (and 
the consequent soul-searching) is the already-mentioned emphasis on hero-
ism and self-sacrifice in a kind of national apotheosis, adding, eventually, 
that such undertakings are unpredictable in principle and there is no 
guarantee for success. 

The sheer number of the victims and the ruthlessness of the retribution 
make the doubts about so much suffering sound like sacrilege. The upris-
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ing cannot be interpreted—psychologically as well—as meaningless. The 
victims, even more than the heroism, give the event a meaning (or block 
reflection on the meaning). But above all, with national liberation as the 
supreme goal, any price or “cost” in terms of human life seems acceptable 
and justified. This is premised on the system of values shared by the na-
tional historians and their nationally formed public. Hence the ultima ratio 
of justification that closes up the debate is the pure and simple identifica-
tion of the April uprising with liberation, and of its “negation” by advocacy 
of the Turkish “yoke.”17 

For the Communists, the April uprising has an additional meaning in 
that it led to the first liberating intervention of Russia, which prefigures 
the second “liberation” that brought them to power. It is worth noting that 
the tendency in this case is to reduce the uprising to a mere “ground” (or 
pretext) for Russian intervention, a prologue to the war, regarded as an 
automatic consequence, and idealized (especially in popular versions) as 
disinterested help. By ignoring not only the goals of the Russian empire in 
the Balkans but also the complex configuration of circumstances that led 
to Russia’s (apparently reluctant) intervention, such writings suggest that 
she had only waited for an appropriate moment in order to rush into liber-
ating her Slav brothers. The more scholarly formula for this (in the “high” 
historical narrative) states that the April uprising “provided Russia with 
the moral right and strong political and diplomatic grounds to declare war 
on Turkey.”18 

Above and beyond any particular meaning, the April uprising is pre-
sented by Communist scholarship as the culmination of a revolution 
(national and social), in its turn metaphysically perceived as a task set by 
History. I will return to this point later. Suffice it to say here that this 
makes the participants in the uprising into a “driving force” of the revolu-
tion rather than mere insurgents, while the organizers are indicative of its 
social “hegemon” (i.e., leader-class). In so far as the nature and character 
of the revolution (peasant, bourgeois, bourgeois–democratic, etc.) pre-
sented an a priori construction decreed by the political authority, this was 
simply projected onto the April uprising. But even later the changing no-
tions of the character of the revolution were forced upon the uprising as its 
goals or “social character,” instead of defining the revolution on the basis 
of the uprising (which would compromise the apriorism, as actually hap-
pened in empirical studies). Without going into details, I will indicate how 
the interpretation of the April uprising was tailored to the changing no-
tions of the revolution and its “hegemon” (but also of its “traitors”). 



THE APRIL UPRISING, THE RUSSO-TURKISH LIBERATION WAR, AND THE REVOLUTION 203 

The meaning of the April uprising/revolution was firmly set by the head 
of the Bulgarian Communist Party and head of state Vŭlko Chervenkov in 
1953. The revolution was defined (actually decreed) as being bourgeois-
democratic (in goals) and peasant (in driving force), while the bourgeoisie 
was declared a traitor to the revolution. In its absence it was the people’s 
intelligentsia (of peasant descent) that had to take the leading role. Not 
having, among other things, the right leadership, the Bulgarian bourgeois-
democratic revolution could not succeed as a peasant revolution in the 
form of the April uprising; it could only achieve success with outside help.19 

The concept of (the uprising as a) “peasant–bourgeois” revolution went 
into the academic History of Bulgaria of 1954, together with the counter-
revolutionary role of the bourgeoisie. In the revised edition of 1961 the 
uprising was already modified as a “national, bourgeois–democratic revo-
lution,” while the counter-revolutionary enemies of the uprising were re-
duced to the chorbadzhii and the big bourgeoisie.20 The “predominantly 
peasant” character of the uprising was to be sustained in a diluted form to 
the very last (even in the 1980s) by academician Hristo Hristov, for whom 
the peasants played the role of “main driving force,” even though artisans, 
petty traders, the urban poor, and the intelligentsia also participated, 
which gave the uprising a democratic and all-national character.21 

The ninetieth anniversary of the April uprising in 1966 became the oc-
casion to spell out the revisions that had been under way for quite some 
time and to assert more forcefully the new tenets. Dimitŭr Kosev argued 
for the bourgeois democratic character of the revolution but still thought 
that the bourgeoisie betrayed the national (armed) revolution, that is, the 
April uprising.22 Goran Todorov defined the April uprising as a national 
and bourgeois revolution (not a peasant or plebeian one) that had to solve 
the basic class contradictions between the Turkish rulers (and their state) 
on the one hand, and the Bulgarian popular masses on the other. Accord-
ing to the author, the participants in the uprising were primarily peasants, 
and especially the freer petty bourgeois peasant stratum, but also the petty 
and middle urban bourgeoisie while it was led by the people’s intelligentsia 
(of teachers, priests, educated traders and artisans).23 The revolution was 
thus “all-national” (with the characteristic absence of the big bourgeoisie). 

A book on the April uprising co-authored by Konstantin Kosev and Nik-
olai Zhechev (in 1966) already points to the middle and petty commercial– 
industrial and rural bourgeoisie as the “hegemon” of the revolution; 
moreover, it admits the financial contributions of representatives of the 
“big commercial–moneylending bourgeoisie” (thus prefiguring the debate 
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on its role in the 1970s).24 The April uprising itself is interpreted in a 
buoyant revolutionary spirit as “the most important and crucial moment” 
in the Bulgarian national democratic revolution, a “natural consequence 
and a glorious finale of the revolutionary wave that gradually grew up in 
strength and might in order to fall down with a roar upon the rotten foun-
dations of the feudal-despotic Turkish empire.”25 

In his 1974 book on the April uprising Hristo Gandev put forward a 
number of new propositions and elevated the discussion to a higher level of 
sophistication in general. He describes the April uprising as the deed of 
professional revolutionaries who originated in different social layers, thus 
avoiding the ideologized debates on the role of the different social classes 
as classes. As the author points out (in a conciliatory spirit), this was an 
“all-people” (nation-wide) uprising with the participation of peasants and 
urban poor, artisans and petty traders (i.e., the petty bourgeoisie), but also 
well-to-do (middle and big bourgeois) “elements” and especially the intelli-
gentsia of teachers, priests and educated young people of various descent, 
who cooperated closely with the professional revolutionaries. The bour-
geoisie was represented by its younger generation in the uprising. While a 
great part of the big bourgeoisie inside and outside the country showed 
reserve for economic reasons or due to closer ties with the Turkish authori-
ties, or simply to save their lives, hesitancy cannot be ascribed to the mid-
dle and big bourgeoisie alone. Peasants, artisans and the urban poor, but 
especially uneducated people isolated in small places, were also afraid and 
stood back. Concerning the character of the uprising, Gandev puts the 
emphasis on national liberation while the bourgeois–democratic revolution 
comes second. It was he who coined the formula of the April uprising as 
providing moral justification as well as political and diplomatic grounds for 
the Russian military intervention. This, in his view (as in Strashimirov’s), 
vindicates the insight of the revolutionaries as to the necessity of the upris-
ing in order to achieve freedom.26 

An interesting turn in the interpretation of the April uprising is pre-
sented by Nikolai Genchev (in 1978). He directly affirms that the bourgeoi-
sie was the major revolutionary element, as attested by the social composi-
tion of the revolutionary committees. Instead of presenting the usual tech-
nical and organizational explanations for the failure of the uprising, the 
author adduces the weakness of the bourgeois class, which he derives from 
Bulgarian economic development during the eighteenth and nineteenth 
centuries. Thus, if the failure of the uprising can be blamed upon the 
bourgeoisie, it is not because of betrayal or non-participation but due to 
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weakness (hardly a fault of its own). Collective betrayals of the uprising 
were committed by some urban or rural notables (chorbadzii), while peas-
ants and shepherds, “brutalized by the conditions of the yoke” were guilty 
of grave individual betrayals (although, as the author ironically points out, 
one should hardy infer from this a “betrayal by the peasants”).27 

Genchev finds a round-about but very effective way of expressing his 
opinion about the uprising, namely, by comparing it to the ideas of the 
greatest Bulgarian national revolutionary Vasil Levski. Contrary to his 
ideas, the April uprising was not well prepared, not nation-wide, and lacked 
the necessary coordination; it was rather a “spontaneous revolt without a 
strategic perspective,” governed by the idea of forcing the attention of 
Europe on the Bulgarian question by the spilling of blood.28 The contrast-
ing of the uprising with Levski’s ideas cannot but cast a shadow of doubt 
upon it, although the author balances this by calling the uprising a “great 
feat of despair” and saying that “negating” it is tantamount to advocating a 
form of Asian despotism. While making a causal link between uprising and 
liberation, he also points to such negative consequences of this path of 
liberation as the dismemberment of the Bulgarian lands and the loss of 
political prestige by the Bulgarian bourgeoisie (thus covertly agreeing with 
Vlaikov’s arguments). 

The 1980s brought about a kind of “synthesis” that reconciled a high 
evaluation of the role of the bourgeoisie with praise of the revolutionaries 
and of the people, and an emphasis on the significance of the uprising per 
se with its role as a crucial factor for international intervention (while 
moderating the pro-Russian propaganda). The section on the April upris-
ing in the new official multi-volume History of Bulgaria (authored by Yono 
Mitev again) presents an example of profaning hard-won theses through 
dogmatic recitation, apriorism and “modernization.” The uprising, in this 
official narrative, took place with the participation of “all classes and es-
tates” of the Bulgarian society—artisans, traders, peasants (most numer-
ous), the proto-proletariat and the people’s intelligentsia (especially active); 
only the traditional chorbadzii remained outside the “general enthusiasm.” 
The big bourgeoisie, too, had an interest in the success of the national 
revolution because of the prospects of taking a leadership position in the 
future state, and only a small group based in the Ottoman capital Istanbul 
was against. The uprising presents the apex of the national revolution, 
which also aimed (in a social sense) at the “toppling of the dominant Turk-
ish feudal class” and its supporters. Still, the major goal of the revolution 
was to overthrow the foreign oppressors and to restore the Bulgarian state, 
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which “according to historical law-like necessity,” had to be a bourgeois 
one, hence the revolution had a “national bourgeois–democratic charac-
ter.” The peasants were the mass element in the revolution because they 
saw the “chasing away of the Turkish beys and chiflik-owners” as the only 
way to solve the agrarian question. Thus the bourgeois revolution had to 
fulfill the role of an agrarian overturn by abolishing the supreme property 
rights of the Ottoman state over the land. The leaders of the uprising were 
ideologically influenced by the revolutionary–democratic trend, which 
expressed the aspirations of the petty bourgeoisie and of groups in the 
process of proletarianization for a “democratic republic” with a “people’s 
government.”29 

A curious attempt to revert to blaming the bourgeoisie was offered by 
one author on the occasion of the 110th anniversary of the April uprising 
(in 1986).30 According to Evlogi Buzhazhki, even the patriotic bourgeoisie 
first reacted against the uprising. But when it broke out the bourgeoisie 
exploited it politically by taking the initiative to secure liberation with for-
eign help and to gain the upper hand in the process. In order to realize its 
plans, it presented the uprising as a falsification, that is, invented by the 
Turks as justification of atrocities committed upon the peaceful civilian 
population. The idea of a “feigned uprising” was indeed circulated in the 
aftermath when looking for help from Europe (by sending delegations, 
inviting commissions, etc.), but here it appears as a display of class selfish-
ness on the part of the bourgeoisie, and one can feel the indignation of the 
author about the “stolen” revolution as the bourgeoisie first “betrayed” it 
and then hurried to collect its fruits (and, according to him, only in this 
way assumed its normal leadership role in the national liberation move-
ment). 

Already after Communism Konstantin Kosev explained the political suc-
cess of the uprising (in contrast to its military failure) by considering how 
it managed to insert itself in the haute politique of the great powers. The 
uprising broke out precisely when Germany was trying to push Russia into 
war with the Ottoman Empire in order to isolate her from the French– 
German conflict that had resulted from German unification. The Bulgar-
ian national revolution that had been “frozen” together with the Eastern 
question after the Crimean War (1853–1856) now hit the right moment 
and acquired a mighty pull by a political effect far exceeding Bulgarian 
military capacities.31 The same author gives to the self-abnegation and self-
sacrifice demonstrated during the uprising (and during the Revival epoch 
in general) a strangely rationalizing turn, namely, as a “strategy” of the 
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radical liberation activists and a “necessary precondition for political divi-
dends.”32 

A “postmodern” treatment of the April uprising by the literary scholar 
Inna Peleva deserves a special mention. The author is interested in its lit-
erary existence in texts, both history works and fiction, as it is here that the 
transformation of the uprising into a central national myth at the heart of 
Bulgarian national ideology takes place. How is this achieved? Among the 
various versions of the April uprising (including the affirmation that it 
actually did not happen), one particular version is selected as the “true” 
one. This is the most glamorous and heroic account, which reinterprets the 
defeat as glory, and turns the suffering into aestheticized pathos. The selec-
tion is governed by the need for a positive self-portrait of the national 
community so that it might love its own collective self. Conversely, versions 
that do not accord with this positive image are displaced and muted. One 
example is an authentic contemporary text (“In the Dungeon”) by a partici-
pant in the uprising who was beset by doubts on the eve of the uprising. In 
a sudden “sobering from the intoxication,” Konstantin Velichkov saw it in 
an altogether different light—as the assuming of grave responsibility with 
preparations that looked no more than a “childish game” and that would 
bring about bloodshed and destruction, a sin rather than a feat. Not only 
were such texts eliminated but the very texts accepted in the “cannon” are 
read selectively and in a deliberate manner, for example Vazov’s great novel 
Under the yoke (where there is less “yoke” than freedom, and less “revolu-
tion” than “theater”), and even parts of Zakhari Stoyanov’s Notes on the 
Bulgarian Uprisings, where Turkish rule does not appear as the heaviest 
and most arbitrary. 

According to Peleva, the need to work out a “justification” of the upris-
ing leads to the search for reasons for regarding it as necessary that thus 
balance out the bloody consequences. Hence the notorious “unbearable 
situation of the people” (heavy taxes, violence, murders), which is rather at 
odds with the reality as described in numerous contemporary testimonies33 

and with the peaceful pictures prevailing in Ivan Vazov’s novels Uncles, 
New land, and even Under the yoke. As observed by the author, alongside 
the explanation of the uprising by pointing to its causes stands another 
understanding of it—as a sudden miracle, an “explosion in the historical 
order.” And it is actually the miracle rather than the causality that makes 
up the myth of 1876 as the “most authentic Bulgarian time,” a unique 
event that could happen just once, the highest soaring of the Bulgarian 
national spirit.34 One can see here the breaking of a new ground—an explo-
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ration of how events are set in texts, and, together with that, insights into 
the selective, goal-oriented, and here nation-bound, reading of such textual-
ized events. This “deconstructionist” approach contains great desacralizing 
potential; and in any case offers a new understanding of History as Text 
(and Story). 

We now pass to a consideration of views on the Russo-Turkish war 
(1877–1878) that brought about liberation for the Bulgarians. From a 
Marxist perspective this is not just a “liberation war” but has another basic 
meaning as well—that of a “revolution.” Since the revolution (social and 
national), in the form of the April uprising, failed, it fell to the war to ful-
fill its function, or, to be more precise, to bring it to completion. The war is 
thus defined as a “revolutionary war,” that is, a revolution and a war in 
one, a sort of continuation of the national liberation movement (also liter-
ally, in so far as Bulgarians took part in the war as volunteers).35 

Since the revolution was social and national in one, so must the war 
have been. Its outcome was defined as a radical social transformation in 
the sense of a bourgeois (or bourgeois–democratic) revolution, which abol-
ished the remnants of Turkish feudalism and cleared the way for the devel-
opment of capitalist relations. It brought about a radical agrarian overturn 
in particular, understood variously as the passing of Turkish properties 
into Bulgarian hands, the breaking up of the chiflik estates, or the abol-
ishment of the “feudal” land rent, that is, the taxes paid to the Turkish 
treasury. The thesis of the Russo-Turkish war as being simultaneously a 
liberation war, an (anti-feudal) bourgeois–democratic revolution, and a 
radical agrarian overturn proved to be one of the most stable in Commu-
nist historical scholarship from its very beginning to the fall of the regime, 
and occasionally after Communism.36 The validity of the thesis about the 
socioeconomic (bourgeois–capitalist) transformation has been discussed 
above. It is enough to recall here that independence as such did not give 
the decisive impetus for a capitalist development of the country in either 
industry or agriculture, and that there followed decades of stagnation and 
even regression before capitalism (and the market economy in general) 
could make progress. Here I will consider the unproblematic liberation 
function of the Russo-Turkish war and its ideological mis/use by the Com-
munist regime. 

To begin with, the disinterested help of the “brotherly” Russian people 
was the focal point in all jubilee presentations of the liberation, which 
underplayed—or omitted to mention—the imperial aspirations of the Rus-
sian tsars toward the Straits. (Ironically, the founder of socialism in Bul-
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garia, Dimitŭr Blagoev, having suffered persecution for his activities while 
in Russia, was especially negative about the goals of Russian tsarism.) This 
was part of the efforts to cultivate love and gratitude toward the liberator 
among the (generally Russophile) Bulgarians and toward its successor, the 
Soviet Union. More “serious” historical scholarship, however, differentiates 
between the aggressive goals of “official Russia” and the help and suffering 
of “the Russian people” in winning Bulgarian liberty. Moreover, a differ-
ence is made between “subjective” (tsarist) goals and the “objective” out-
come of the war. It is pointed out that, notwithstanding the expansionist 
goals of the Russian empire (still stopping short of territorial occupation— 
as if this were a matter of choice), the war objectively had a “progressive” 
character because it led to the destruction of the Turkish feudal order and 
the establishment of an independent Bulgarian state. The unjust Berlin 
peace treaty, which superseded the preliminary Treaty of San Stefano and 
thwarted Bulgarian expectations of forming a state to include all compa-
triots, is entirely blamed on the Western great powers, especially Britain, 
Germany, and Austria–Hungary.37 

The liberation of Bulgaria by Russia had another more important func-
tion for the regime, and for Communist historical scholarship. It was a first 
liberation, which created an independent Bulgarian state, and was followed 
by a “second liberation,” this time from fascism, resulting in the estab-
lishment of Communist rule. What is implied is that these are similar 
events, thus identifying liberation from foreign domination with “assis-
tance” in installing a puppet totalitarian regime in a (nominally) sovereign 
state. The legitimacy and prestige of the first (national) liberation is thus 
being projected onto the second “liberation” and actually conceals the loss 
of national sovereignty, that is, its exact opposite. The struggle against 
(German and Bulgarian) fascism is the link that allows for the substitution 
to be effective under the same label of “liberation.” To cite a post-war 
Communist historian (Zhak Natan): 

“Just as the liberation after the April uprising came due to the interven-
tion of the Slav brothers from the East, so now again the chasing away of 
the Germans and the second liberation of the country came about due to 
the intervention and assistance of the great Russian Red Army.”38 

Gratitude to the “double liberator” and “eldest brother” is expressed in 
jubilee papers on anniversaries of the Russo-Turkish liberation war, as in 
this example by an authoritative historian: “When the ideas of the Great 
October triumphed in our country as well, again with the crucial help of 
the descendants of our former liberators, this friendship became eternal 
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and indissoluble, an eternal and indestructible union between the peoples 
of Bulgaria and of the Soviet Union.”39 

As can be seen, the liberation from the Turks by Russia, and the sup-
posed precedent it established, became an important symbolic resource for 
the Communist regime for its own legitimation. Its founding myth was the 
“struggle against fascism,” in which the crucial help of Russia (the Soviet 
Union) became once again indispensable. This also explains why every 
attempt to give a more realistic account of Bulgarian fascism met with 
bitter resistance until the very end of the regime. But this is another topic 
that cannot be dealt with here. 

The Revolution 

The ideas and activities of the revolutionaries, the April uprising, and the 
Russo-Turkish war are merged into one revolutionary block—the Revolu-
tion. The uprising is the culmination of the revolution. It did not succeed 
by itself but set in motion a causal sequence, usually presented as auto-
matic (and stripped of intermediate links), toward the Russo-Turkish war, 
which ended in liberation. The Russo-Turkish war is thus the denouement 
of the evolving revolution and the ending of the April uprising, as in the 
following passage by Todor Pavlov: 

“Certainly, under the objective historical circumstances then prevalent, 
the April uprising could not evolve into a socialist or into a similar popular-
democratic revolution. Actually, it ended in the Russo-Turkish war and the 
establishment and further development of our bourgeois state and a bour-
geois, capitalist social formation.”40 

What we have here is a continuity of the revolution that not only em-
braces the April uprising and the Russo-Turkish war but also prefigures a 
later revolution (socialist, popular–democratic). As for its beginning, the 
revolution (a conflation of a national and a social one) goes as far back as 
Paisii of Hilendar (i.e., the mid-eighteenth century), at least according to 
Todor Pavlov.41 

Professional historians following in his steps, most notably Dimitŭr 
Kosev and Konstantin Kosev, also imagine the revolution as maturing from 
the very beginning of the Bulgarian Revival and as preconditioned and 
determined by developments in every sphere—economic, social, and cul-
tural. Kostantin Kosev in particular recently went to the extreme of explic-
itly considering the term Bulgarian Revival as identical with, and equiva-
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lent to, “Bulgarian national revolution,” which, in addition to armed ac-
tion, the educational–cultural movement, and the movement for church 
independence, also includes social–economic development, demographic 
growth, etc.42 

Here we have a truly Hegelian–Marxist teleology of historical develop-
ment with a preconceived end goal (in this case a national one). It turns 
out that the epoch of the Bulgarian Revival as a whole, from its modest 
beginnings onwards, in all its manifestations—to the most routine or inti-
mate—is a national revolution. The national revolution is endowed with a 
supra-empirical, metaphysical essence, and at the same time it penetrates 
the particular historical world giving it a meaning, cohesion and direction, 
so that even reproduction and demographic growth acquire a goal-oriented 
revolutionary and liberation character. Accordingly, the revolution deploys 
its own dynamics, not subject to empirical causality or contingency (for 
that reason Konstantin Kosev flatly rejects any attempts to explain the 
April uprising by particular causes). True, these are only the extremes of 
revolutionism in Bulgarian historiography. 

While the revolution is very important for the nationalist interpretation 
of the Bulgarian national revival, for the Communist (presumably Marxist) 
interpretation it is all-important. The debate here rotates around the ques-
tion: What exactly is the social character of the revolution? Negatively de-
fined it is anti-feudal. Positively defined, in various versions it is bourgeois, 
bourgeois–democratic, peasant, peasant–bourgeois–democratic, or popu-
lar–plebeian. The definition is in harmony with the “tasks” ascribed to the 
epoch and with the idea of the “hegemon” and the “driving forces” of the 
revolution. There is also the important question of the relative weight of 
the social and the national component of the revolution. Let us consider 
the evolution of the views in more detail. 

In 1934 the Communist intellectual Georgi Bakalov defined the revolu-
tion as “objectively” a bourgeois one, directed toward the clearing of the 
road ahead for capitalist development. In his view the capitalist develop-
ment of Bulgaria depended on the solution of the agrarian question. 
Hence the author points to the peasant masses (but also the artisans) as the 
major driving force of the revolution, rather than the “notables.” Accord-
ing to him the peasant movement was “the deepest and broadest stream of 
national stirring.” In so far as the land-owners were foreign, the revolu-
tionary movement of the peasants assumed a national character; the agrar-
ian question in the country was “putting on the costume of a national 
question”—that of liberation from foreign domination.43 
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The development of capitalism in the country required the liquidation 
of the big land estates of the (Turkish) beys in the first place. This could 
happen in one of two ways—either compromise or revolution, named by 
Bakalov (adapting Lenin44) the Prussian and the American ways. The for-
mer consisted in a slow evolution toward capitalism while preserving semi-
feudal land ownership, and a corresponding adjustment of the bourgeoisie 
to the ancien régime. In native terms this translates as the “compromise 
way of the chorbadzii” taken by the Bulgarian bourgeoisie. The second 
(American or farmer’s) possibility was that of a “revolutionary” seizure of 
the land of the big Turkish landowners by the Bulgarian peasants, the 
elimination of all “remnants of serfdom,” and the subsequent rapid devel-
opment of capitalism. This way was taken by the national revolutionary 
movement and its leaders Rakovski, Levski, and Botev.45 

Enough has already been said to make it clear why drawing an analogy 
between the Bulgarian national movement and Lenin’s interpretation of 
the Russian revolution of 1905 is patently wrong. Predominantly free peas-
ant land ownership after the land reform (and to some extent even before), 
the limited spread of estates (chifliks), and the absence of “serfdom,” hence 
of a peasant question, should not be forgotten here. Nor is it clear why 
distributing the land from the estates (already partly capitalist and market-
oriented) among smallholder peasants would represent rapid capitalist 
“progress.” 

The thesis about the peasant character of the national revolution was 
imposed upon Bulgarian historical scholarship “from above,” namely, via 
Vŭlko Chervenkov’s notorious speech at the eightieth anniversary of the 
death of Vasil Levski in 1953. Some points have been reproduced in other 
contexts. It is the notion of the revolution that concerns us here, but also 
the imagery that goes with it. 

The Bulgarian national revolutionary movement is defined as the mani-
festation of a bourgeois–democratic revolution, whose basic feature is its 
peasant character. Accordingly it was a peasant movement, and its leaders 
and ideologues, Levski and Botev, were peasant revolutionaries (and consis-
tent “revolutionary democrats”). It was directed against Turkish feudalism 
and its supporters, and aimed at the eradication of feudalism and serfdom. 
The peasants and the artisans were the major driving force of the bour-
geois–democratic cum national revolution, while the bourgeoisie as a class 
betrayed it. This made the revolution far reaching and provided the oppor-
tunity for a most radical doing away with feudalism by the people (or 
plebs). But the peasants alone were unable to guide the peasant–bourgeois 
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revolution in a firm and consistent manner. Nor could the insufficiently 
organized artisans provide such guidance. Thus the most progressive part 
of the people’s intelligentsia, of a mostly peasant background, had to take 
the lead in the revolution. But the unfortunate absence of an autonomous 
leader-class (given the betrayal by the bourgeoisie and the absence of a 
working class) determined the failure of the revolution as a peasant revolu-
tion in the April uprising of 1876. 

Levski and Botev looked far into the future and prepared “to jump over 
the capitalist society with its evils, in addition to the plebeian elimination 
of feudalism and the national subjugation.” But their dreams to overleap 
capitalism were unfeasible and utopian because the country was then liv-
ing through a period of bourgeois transformation, the preconditions for 
anything else were lacking, and they could not change the objective eco-
nomic laws of historical development. After the defeat of the April upris-
ing, the development of the country toward capitalism took another turn, 
namely, liberation came from the “brotherly Russian troops” and power 
passed over to the bourgeois class.46 

The concept of a “plebeian” revolution was elaborated further by Todor 
Pavlov. While the revolution was bourgeois in its “objective content” it 
assumed a plebeian–popular form that gave it a mighty impetus, and it put 
out “not only bourgeois–democratic and anti-feudal, but also anti-capitalist 
and even socialist, though utopian, slogans.”47 The deeply popular plebeian 
character, and hence the mighty impetus of the Bulgarian bourgeois– 
democratic revolution, were due to the rejection by the Bulgarian bour-
geoisie (having taken part in the church struggles) of its hegemonic role 
“in its own revolution.” In the absence of a proletariat this role was taken 
up by the peasants, the artisans, and the “people’s intelligentsia,” who thus 
became the major driving forces of the maturing revolution.48 

The insistence that the “bourgeois revolution” was, in fact, “bourgeois– 
democratic” or even “popular” (“plebeian”), and that it set for itself revo-
lutionary–democratic objectives, obviously stretches it toward socialism. 
The rapprochement is effected from the socialist end, too, if we recall that 
the Communist regime in Bulgaria, as in other countries in Eastern 
Europe, styled itself as a “people’s democracy” (and not outright “dictator-
ship of the proletariat”). It thus became possible to draw analogies, and 
even to establish continuities, between the bourgeois–democratic revolu-
tion (the April uprising plus the Russo-Turkish war) and the Bulgarian 
“socialist revolution” of 9 September 1944. Both were effected with 
“crucial” Russian aid and both were profoundly popular in character, and 
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not only that, but the first one appears as a rehearsal and as training for 
the second. In any case, it possessed an extreme democratic and even so-
cialist potential (Botev), which could not then unfold, in spite of the refusal 
of the bourgeoisie to stand in the lead of its own revolution, because the 
socialist revolution was not “on the agenda” and its hegemon (the proletar-
iat) was missing.49 

Presenting the national revolution as a precursor (and herald) of the so-
cialist revolution marks the extreme point of the Communist assimilation 
of the revolutionary legacy for its own legitimation purposes. The following 
lines by Moscow-trained historical materialist and dialectician Todor Pavlov 
can be cited: 

“The historical form of our people’s revolution, as every objective-real 
form, being defined primarily and above all by the bourgeois–democratic 
content of the revolution, manifested itself in addition in such a way that 
the revolutionary action and strivings of the people’s revolutionaries, espe-
cially Levski and Botev, prepared for a long jump—beyond the plebeian 
doing away with feudalism and the national yoke—to overleap the capitalist 
yoke, with its evils already amply substantiated by Western Europe, for 
which the heroic uprising of the Paris Communards presented strong evi-
dence. However, the active force of the historical manifestation of our peo-
ple’s revolution proved unable to effect this jump. [...] After the first libera-
tion of Bulgaria, capitalism and the bourgeois–capitalist order in general 
developed in such a way that only a few years after the first general re-
hearsal of our new people’s revolution in September [1923], the royal-
fascist rule, and together with it the rule of the Bulgarian bourgeoisie, was 
destroyed on 9 September 1944, to be replaced by a people’s democratic 
rule.”50 

To summarize, with a certain simplification, the people’s revolution of 
the national revival epoch made an additional effort to jump over capital-
ism directly into socialism, besides doing away with feudalism and with 
foreign domination, which were its primary objectives. But it failed in this 
premature objective, which was too far ahead of its times, obstructed by the 
absence of a revolutionary hegemon in the form of a working class led by a 
socialist party. The revolution resulted only in a “first liberation” and the 
clearing of the way for capitalism. Already in the presence of a revolution-
ary hegemon there followed a “general rehearsal” for a socialist revolution 
in the form of the September rising of 1923 (organized by the Bulgarian 
Communist Party on instructions from the Komintern). Then came the 
event itself—the victorious socialist revolution (or Communist takeover) on 
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9 September 1944, with the crucial help of Soviet troops marching into 
Bulgaria (an ally of Nazi Germany). This presents a “second liberation” by 
“the same” liberator (this time from fascism). 

The revolutions are like waves that follow one after another, and they 
only reach a different point along the way to the final goal that the authors 
have as their ideal—Communist rule. Moreover, each revolution-as-wave 
reaches a more advanced point (than actual conditions allow) and then 
recedes until one last wave, the socialist revolution, succeeds in retaining 
the foremost (and ultimate) position captured. The fact that they are all 
imagined as oriented towards one final goal, and all described as demo-
cratic, actually conflates them into a single (and continuous) revolution. 
This is why Communist authors think of even the “bourgeois” revolution 
of the Revival epoch as “their” revolution. In a similar way the French 
Revolution in Marxist interpretations remains open-ended, contains prom-
ises of the future, prefigures and assimilates new events, and is conflated 
with other revolutions, especially with the Bolshevik revolution (according 

51to François Furet).
The relative weight given to the national and the social components of 

the “revolution” of the Bulgarian national revival is a point of considerable 
importance. Initially, this was dealt with from a Communist point of view 
by differentiating between the “form” and “content” of the revolution, 
where the national liberation component is the “form” (with typical un-
derestimation) and the bourgeois–democratic component is its “content.”52 

But even this does not seem radical enough from the point of view of the 
unitary and continuous revolution as presented above, because it differen-
tiates between the two components in the first place and thus allows for a 
certain autonomy of the national liberation. Thus authorities like Cher-
venkov and Pavlov preferred to have the national liberation struggles and 
the bourgeois–democratic (anti-feudal) struggles merged into one “unitary 
revolutionary people’s struggle” or a “people’s revolution.”53 

Many of the above-mentioned tenets of the Stalinist (Chervenkov) years, 
including the “peasant revolution” thesis, found expression in the two-
volume academic History of Bulgaria (of 1954). One can also mention an 
absurd attempt by an army general turned amateur historian to present the 
kŭrdzhalii robber bands that pillaged the Balkan territories of the Otto-
man Empire at the end of the eighteenth century as a mass anti-feudal 
peasant movement of the Bulgarian people against the Turkish feudal class 
and for national independence. (True, it was countered by historians, but it 
is indicative of the spirit of the times.)54 
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As shown elsewhere, the thesis of the peasant or “plebeian” character of 
the revolution was gradually overcome during the 1960s. The bourgeoisie 
gradually assumed its role as “hegemon” in its own revolution (lastly, in its 
armed forms) by a process of step-by-step vindication. The participation of 
the peasants was reduced to “driving force” at best, together with others 
(artisans, the intelligentsia, etc.). The revolution itself became more em-
phatically national in meaning (Dimitŭr Kosev in 1966, Goran Todorov in 
1966, Nikolai Genchev in 1973, and others55), while the bourgeois trans-
formation receded into the background. After Communism the latter is 
sometimes silently omitted as a meaning of the Russo-Turkish war of libera-
tion (though not of the revival process).56 

There were “residues.” As late as 1972 a study by one Russian author, 
published in Bulgarian, dwells on the “agrarian program” in the views of 
the Bulgarian national revolutionaries Rakovski, Levski, and Botev.57 The 
Bulgarian historian Hristo Hristov was most obstinate in tying the revolu-
tion to the “agrarian question” (and the “agrarian overturn”) until the late 
1970s. He pictures the Russo-Turkish war as a continuation of the revolu-
tion, which was thus spread over vast territories and included fresh peasant 
masses engaged in solving the agrarian question through “revolutionary” 
occupation of the lands in the plains and the liquidation of the Turkish 
chiflik estates.58 

Given the great, even mythical, dimension of the revolution, whether so-
cial or national, in the historical imagination, there arises one problem: 
Why did so much revolutionism end in a rather modest uprising and lib-
eration by an external force (not by one’s own efforts)? The question is 
euphemistically addressed by Konstantin Kosev as a problem of the 
“relationship between internal and external factors” in the Bulgarian na-
tional liberation movement. The author explains the “inertia and timidity” 
of the majority of the Bulgarians (speaking of the 1860s) in spite of the 
“ripe social necessity” and the available revolutionary potential of the na-
tion with the complicated international situation and the dependence of 
the Bulgarian national question on the “high politics” of the great Euro-
pean powers. To cite him: “In practice it turned out that the ripe historical 
necessity of abolishing the Turkish feudal-despotic system needed the cru-
cial Russian military aid. The internal factor was conditioning and deter-
mining, but the external one, in this case Russia, was crucial.”59 

The question is not, of course, as dramatic for those who recognize from 
the outset the very strong, and in fact crucial, impact of external forces in 
solving the “Eastern question” (and the “Bulgarian question” as part of it) 
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and who do not exaggerate the revolutionary mood of the population. The 
author cited above would eventually state most emphatically what he im-
plies here, namely, the decisive role of external factors in solving the Bul-
garian national question, while the role of the internal factor would be to 
await the appropriate moment to present it to the attention of the great 

60powers (by way of an uprising).
One may wonder why so much attention is paid here to historiographi-

cal views that are manifestly preconceived, biased, and dogmatic, and that 
diverge so widely from the historical evidence—besides being already 
“antiquated” and “overcome.” It is not only the “archeological” interest 
and the completeness of the historiographical review that motivates me. 
Such views are a clear demonstration of the ideological uses of history. 
History was mobilized to legitimate a regime claiming a popular and revo-
lutionary kind of legitimacy (rather than electoral votes) and styling itself 
as the outcome of a long process of national and social struggles going as 
far back as the national Revival. Schoolchildren and university students in 
the humanities were taught and indoctrinated by learning from the vast 
pseudo-scholarly literature produced by people with scholarly titles and 
great influence (alongside some good historical works and empirical con-
tributions). And this literature, for example the “academic” editions of the 
History of Bulgaria, was widely circulated and in use long after it was 
“dated.” Successive generations were thus molded to see the past in a cer-
tain way, as consisting exclusively of heroic social and national struggles 
represented from a certain point onwards by the working class and “its” 
party. No wonder one meets even now with deeply embedded public repre-
sentations, which, for all their patent errors, are defended with bitterness 
and dogmatic self-assurance.61 

Concerning historical scholarship itself, it is worth noting the interest-
ing fact that views apparently proven wrong and “overcome” may preserve 
a certain efficacy in spite of all “revisions.” This is perhaps due to the fixa-
tion of the critique on the contested point of departure, hence absorbing 
its initial direction and logical impetus, the inertia of the fundamental 
concepts and the validity of the underlying frame. To give some examples, 
even when overt value judgments on the national revolutionaries are no 
longer being made, they are again being ordered in an implicitly ascending 
order, as the passing of the baton of struggle in the kind of relay race de-
scribed. As national heroes they are used to legitimate the new political 
class and form the next generation in the desired sense, emphasizing, on 
demand, national, social or perhaps now liberal elements (but without 
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giving critical thought to the function of “heroism” as a symbolic re-
source). The notion of revolution also carries with it an automatism of 
reasoning that has outlived the more superficial debates on its “character” 
and “driving forces.” Whatever the relative weight of the national and so-
cial components in the revolution, the latter, as such, hovers metaphysically 
over the historical realities or moves on its own, gathering force and esca-
lating to the final denouement, with little regard for empirical causality, 
breaks, gaps and contingencies.62 Historians continue to use constructions 
such as “bourgeoisie,” “feudalism,” “capitalism,” etc. with little inhibition, 
as if these are “naturally given.” Sympathy toward the major “revisionist” 
effort to affirm the leading role of the bourgeoisie in its own revolution 
should not hinder one from seeing the doctrinaire in this hard-won and 
sweet fruit as well, which hangs upon a preconceived idea of “revolution” 
and an undefined use of the notion of “bourgeoisie.” On these more fun-
damental (methodological and theoretical) levels, things are changing 
slowly and by no means automatically after Communism, intellectual free-
dom notwithstanding. 

Revisions and Reappraisal 

As is to be expected, the fall of Communism brought about a reappraisal of 
the role of Russia, or at least the recognition of some uncomfortable facts. 
An antecedent is presented by a book on Bulgarian–Russian cultural ex-
changes by Nikolai Genchev, published in 1975 and immediately “ar-
rested” by the censors (to appear only after 1989).63 A reading of this book 
now reveals a number of points that explain the reaction at the time. One 
is the analysis of Russian educational policies toward the Bulgarians, which 
consisted in sending Bulgarian students (supported with Russian stipends) 
chiefly to seminaries, preparing them to become priests and teachers ready 
to spread Russian influence (in its conservative forms). Some Russian 
graduates were used directly as Russian “agents” in Bulgaria (as were Bul-
garian émigré organizations in Russia) to influence the Bulgarian national 
movement along the lines of Russian foreign policies. As the author points 
out, these were often at variance with Bulgarian interests, for example 
when favoring the “unity” of Christians under the Greek Patriarchy. In 
general, the Russian “propaganda” among the Bulgarians is presented as 
on an equal footing with the propaganda of some Western states, which 
may have infuriated the censors. The author also reveals the enormous 



THE APRIL UPRISING, THE RUSSO-TURKISH LIBERATION WAR, AND THE REVOLUTION 219 

harm done to the Bulgarians by the exchange of populations between Rus-
sia and Turkey, in which tens of thousands of Tartars and Circassians were 
settled in northeastern Bulgaria and the migration of tens of thousands of 
Bulgarians to southern Russia (Bessarabia and Moldova) was organized. 
While one could level occasional criticism at tsarist Russia at that time in a 
fuzzy and indefinite manner, Genchev did this quite openly and clearly, 
supporting it with a wealth of empirical material from Russian archives 
and thus breaking a tacit “scholarly” taboo. 

Topics that were taboo (or “discouraged”) at the time are now being 
openly tackled. For example, the massive destruction and dislocation 
brought about by the series of Russo-Turkish wars, including the already-
mentioned resettlement.64 The Russo-Turkish war of 1877–78 that led to 
the Bulgarian liberation itself is viewed in a more critical light. Untoward 
aspects of it that were eclipsed in previous jubilee expositions are men-
tioned: grave tactical errors and failures of the Russian army; crooked 
dealing in food and medicines at the expense of the Russian soldiers; a 
disastrous sanitary and epidemic situation; an increase in casualties as the 
result of all this; numerous casualties among the Bulgarian civilian popu-
lation; material destruction as well as the opening of a deep chasm between 
Bulgarians and Turks; the slowing down of economic development, etc.65 

The idea of a great Bulgarian state encompassing all ethnic Bulgarian 
territories within the boundaries drawn up in the preliminary peace treaty 
of San Stefano is revealed as a “myth” in view of the fact that there were 
previous agreements between Russia and Austria-Hungary, and between 
Russia and Britain, which excluded such an option. It thus turns out that 
the Berlin peace treaty, which divided the Bulgarian lands, has to be 
blamed not only on the Western great powers, as was the case before, but 
on Russia as well.66 The very idea that the Russo-Turkish war of 1877–78 
was declared with the exclusive purpose of liberating the Bulgarians is 
exposed as a “myth,” since Russia was rescuing the Serb kingdom in the 
first place (which was suffering defeat at the hands of the Ottomans at that 
very moment).67 

The description of the Bulgarian national revolutionary movement now 
also looks different, not as monolithic and seamless as before. The exposi-
tions started paying attention to discontinuities, rifts, crises and failures, 
animosities between revolutionary activists that had previously been ele-
vated to heroic status and sanctified. The important work of Krumka 
Sharova on the Bulgarian revolutionary committee of 1875 has already 
been mentioned. Leaning upon it, the younger historian Plamen Mitev 
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presents a rather discontinuous and conflictive account of the revolution-
ary movement on the eve of the liberation: a conflict between Karavelov 
and Botev; the “splitting” of Botev to form the next revolutionary commit-
tee (of 1875); an abortive attempt to start an uprising in Stara Zagora; the 
improvised convening of a committee in Gyurgevo (by “youngsters” prone 
to resolute action) to start preparations for a new uprising; the hastily pre-
pared April uprising of 1876, etc.68 

Krumka Sharova was again the first to draw attention to the crisis in the 
revolutionary movement, which began in 1872 with the capturing of Levski 
by the Turks and continued for years after his death. Characteristic here is 
the open treatment of “awkward” questions such as the use of revolution-
ary terror in providing the organization with money, which attracted the 
attention of the Turkish authorities and led to the disclosure of the struc-
ture and functioning of the committee organization in the country and to 
the capturing of its architect, Vasil Levski. Also new is the change of per-
spective, allowing affairs to be seen from the point of view of the Ottoman 
authorities, whose energetic reaction under Midhat pasha (together with 
the loss of Levski), put the underground organization in jeopardy and 
deepened the crisis following the failure.69 These inferences are reflected in 
the work of other authors, who also point to the deep crisis in the revolu-
tionary movement and the contradictions in it after the hanging of Levski, 
and then again after the failure of the April uprising, that led to reliance 
exclusively on external aid and especially the turning toward Russia.70 This 
is in sharp contrast with previous representations of a “revolutionary situa-
tion” growing like an avalanche until culminating in the April uprising 
and the reticence about its aftermath (or the treatment of the Russo-
Turkish war as its direct prolongation and denouement).71 

In general, the revolutionary trend with its branches and offshoots 
claims less space in the expositions of the Bulgarian national revival, filled 
until recently by authors with revolutionaries, revolts and conspiracies. 
There have appeared a few examples of school textbooks that take the new 
tendencies into account, though the inertia here is much stronger.72 Every-
day life and the various aspects of existence under the Ottomans, such 
as demography and the family, social interaction, relations between the 
ethnic and religious communities and between the sexes, still have a hard 
time winning space for themselves within a perimeter preserved primarily 
for the “trinity” of revival processes, and are offered as an appendix 
at best. In historical scholarship the epoch remains under the all-
determining sign of the political revival and its struggles, even if few Bul-
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garians at that time would have perceived in this way the age in which they 
were living. 

Finally, one may pose the question as to what can be expected from the 
present revision of the “dogmas” and the “myths” of the historical scholar-
ship that sailed under the banner of Marxism-Leninism (but was actually 
quite dynamic). Many authors act in the conviction that they are restoring 
the “historical truth,” or even the Truth with a capital letter. After Com-
munism the search for the scholarly Truth about the national Revival 
stands clearly under the sign of the national idea and (contrary to claims of 
“objectivity”) is often strongly emotional and biased. As indicated, the na-
tional idea that serves as a guiding light is not unambiguous but lends 
itself to various interpretations (prefigured in the conflict between 
“revolutionaries” and “evolutionists” during the Revival) and generates 
variance and discord now as well. 

One can sympathize with myth-fighting, at least initially on exiting from 
an ideological regime. But it is usually too self-confident and blind to its 
own limitations. Bulgarian historical scholarship today is developing in a 
normal situation (economic conditions excluded)—as a free “enterprise” in 
an autonomous academic community that allows for (or cannot prohibit) 
different views and dissent. It is not only probable but certain that the new 
scholarly ideas, after becoming “orthodoxy,” will in their turn be subjected 
to doubts, criticism and reappraisal, and to displacement by new topics. 
This is due to the complex relationship between knowledge and the exter-
nal social world, but also to the internal logic of the professional field, 
driven (in Pierre Bourdieu’s terms) by the symbolic rewards of difference 
(where novelty may well be a somewhat forgotten old). Thus one may ex-
pect the revealing of aspects previously “in the shadow,” or the shifting of 
the very focus of historical interest, that is, of what is considered 
“significant” and worth studying, to new phenomena (leading to a discov-
ery of other relevant “facts”). It is true that such self-propelled processes of 
the development of historical knowledge are held back in a community of 
historians that set themselves primarily patriotic tasks, especially in the 
study of the national Revival, and remain methodologically committed to a 
version of “positivism,” but they cannot be halted. 

The review of previous historical ideas has an important function to ful-
fill in this respect. Avoiding extreme relativism or a “postmodernist” un-
derstanding of history as exchanging one myth for another, historiographi-
cal review makes one aware of the conditioning of knowledge by its context 
(with its current concerns) and by the “perspective” of the observer, that is, 
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his/her values, but also the concepts and theories applied. The exposition 
also shows that a (unitary) Truth on matters of interpretation beyond the 
mere ascertaining of dates and events can hardly be the ideal of free schol-
arship as it may only be reached by coerced (totalitarian) “consensus.” 
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7 Georgi Bakalov,  Aprilskoto vŭstanie i Benkovski. Sofia, 1938, 3–6.
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vŭstanie’ prez 1876 g.” Vekove 15, no. 3 (1986): 5–20. 
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CHAPTER SIX


The Continuing Revival: Symbolic Struggles and Images


For a long time the epoch of the national revival did not recede into his-
tory but remained alive in public life and animated the political struggles 
in the independent state. The Constituent Assembly in Tŭrnovo in 1879 
ended up adopting a very democratic constitution that rejected the 
“conservative” idea of a second chamber (or senate). The two major politi-
cal parties that emerged from the constitutional debates took up, in their 
outlook and phraseology, the former enmity between the “evolutionists” 
and the “revolutionaries,” or, more dramatically, between the chorbadzhii 
and outcasts (hŭshove).1 Among the leaders of the large and popular Lib-
eral Party were such highly regarded Revival activists as Petko Slaveikov 
and Petko Karavelov (brother of Lyuben Karavelov), and the revolutionar-
ies Zakhari Stoyanov and Stefan Stambolov (“apostles” in the April upris-
ing). In the rather embittered political strife that ensued, the Liberals un-
dertook the advocacy of the “people” employing a strongly populist lan-
guage and propaganda. The Conservatives were caricatured as 
“chorbadzhii,” in particularly florid terms in the political journalism of 
Zakhari Stoyanov in the early 1880s.2 This was intertwined with bitter 
strife between the so-called Russophiles and Russophobes, in which major 
former revolutionaries (who had been pro-Russian before) took a strongly 
anti-Russian stand in vigorous defense of the country’s independence 
against interventions by the liberator, while most of the “Conservatives” 
had pro-Russian sympathies.3 

The ideals of the Revival epoch justified and inspired the struggle 
against the strongly resented decisions of the Berlin Congress for the unifi-
cation of the partitioned Bulgarian lands. The revolutionary trend of the 
Revival in particular was imitated in the preparations for the unification of 
the Kingdom of Bulgaria with the autonomous Eastern Rumelia (the part 
of Bulgaria south of the Balkans) by such activists of the April uprising as 
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Zakhari Stoyanov, Ivan Andonov and others, by way of setting up secret 
“committees” on the model of the internal revolutionary organization in 
Levski’s times. It is true that in carrying out the Unification in 1885 the 
matter-of-fact official line represented by army officers and leaders of po-
litical parties prevailed, while the “romantic” revolutionary trend found 
some theatrical expressions.4 The Ilinden uprising in Macedonia (1903) was 
also inspired by the liberation goals of the national Revival. The impulse of 
the Revival lasted until the Balkan wars (1912–1913) and World War I, 
fought by the Bulgarians for Macedonia and parts of Thrace but ending in 
chilling “national catastrophes.” 

The Bulgarian Revival with its national ideals and heroes presents a 
source of coveted symbolic capital. Various political forces tried to mobilize 
it for their own purposes, and symbolic struggles were fought between 
them for the appropriation of this symbolic capital and the drawing of 
political “dividends.” This involved styling the Revival into ideologically 
trimmed images, suited to particular purposes. I will now consider how the 
prestige of the Revival was claimed by rightist (nationalist, authoritarian), 
liberal-democratic, and leftist (Communist) forces, and what images of it 
were shaped in the process. 

Rightist Visions of the Bulgarian Revival 

During the 1930s and into the war years, Bulgaria (as most of Central and 
Eastern Europe) stood under the sign of the Right, more precisely, of a 
new and intense nationalism, adopted as state ideology and policy. The 
country was ruled by an authoritarian government from 19 May 1934, first 
a military, then a monarchist dictatorship. A number of extreme national-
ist, and a few outright fascist, organizations sprang up. The epoch of the 
national Revival was then mobilized for nationalist (irredentist, unification) 
goals and to legitimize authoritarian rule. The slogan “back to the Revival” 
or “for a new (second) revival” acquired wide currency, meaning a return 
to the spirit and the virtues of the Revival but also rallying support for a 
new attempt at the unification of all Bulgarians within the territories en-
compassed by the national Revival. 

The Revival in the nationalist discourse presents a specific image and is 
part of a larger narrative. In the inspired visions of the medieval historian 
Petŭr Mutafchiev (and the jurist Lyubomir Vladikin) it appears as a time of 
the spiritual unity of the Bulgarians on the basis of the national con-



229 THE CONTINUING REVIVAL: SYMBOLIC STRUGGLES AND IMAGES 

sciousness, the people’s values, and a specific national mode of life, ce-
mented by social cohesion between the intelligentsia (as a “spiritual 
leader”) and the people. Development was then healthy, gradual, and 
“organic,” building upon a self-grown original (samobitna) culture that had 
its seat in the people’s material life, customs, world-view and artistic 
achievements (and among the peasants and artisans in particular). This 
spiritual unity (and healthy development) were supposedly broken after the 
liberation under the storm of foreign cultural and ideological influences 
and the adoption of foreign models and ideas. The polluting influences 
mentioned all come from Europe, especially liberalism and the spirit of 
individualism but also “extreme political teachings” that “negate the state” 
(obviously Communism and anarchism). A deep rift occurred in public life 
between the intelligentsia and the people as the intelligentsia embraced the 
foreign influences and turned away from the people, who also turned away 
from their “spiritual leader.” Culture became imitative, education lost its 
national meaning, the pseudo-European towns became alienated from the 
traditional villages, the social classes and groups became entangled in con-
tradictions and strife, the intelligentsia degenerated into job-hunters, and 
the people lost faith in their leaders and in themselves. 

The present misfortunes of the country—and the authors—are due to the 
fact that the bequests of the Revival were forgotten. They required confi-
dence in the people’s spirit and the assertion of the nation, awareness of 
the people’s unity and of the common goal (shared equally by chorbadzhii 
and outcasts), namely, that all lands populated by Bulgarians should be 
included in the future Bulgarian state. Another bequest demanded the 
moral cohesion of all strata, and the faith of the people in their leaders, 
themselves inspired by patriotism and pure idealism, devoted to the service 
of their people and ready for self-abnegation and self-sacrifice in the name 
of the national whole. 

Having diagnosed the malaise, the authors prescribe the cure. In order 
to return to the healthy condition the Bulgarians should take up the Re-
vival again or work toward a new revival by repudiating the foreign influ-
ences and by overcoming the rift between the intelligentsia and the people. 
The “prodigal” intelligentsia in particular should cease negating “the na-
tive” and forgetting its own peasant and artisan background, and reunite 
with the national community by embracing the people’s spirit. All available 
knowledge and talent should be placed at the service of the people’s 
(national) community. Sacrifices are required by all, and especially by 
those who have taken upon themselves the duty of leadership, who should 
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be as disinterested and self-abnegating as the activists of the Revival. Ex-
pressed as a program, the new revival should consist in the working out of 
a “national ideology” on the basis of a good knowledge of the Bulgarian 
people, the Bulgarian land, and the problems of the life of the nation. 
State policies should become national, and the sovereignty of the state 
should come first. The people should follow their leaders as before inde-
pendence. Culture should become nationalized and nothing should be 
accepted into it without first passing through the “furnace” of the Bulgar-
ian spirit in order to free it from poisonous substances; this would also 
shorten the distance between the intelligentsia and the ordinary people. 
The new revival should follow the bequests of the original Revival, that is, 
to treasure above all the nation and its unity beyond “artificial and contin-
gent” boundaries.5 

The “return to the Revival” call elicited a sober response from Dimitŭr 
Mikhalchev, editor-in-chief of the authoritative journal Filosofski pregled 
(Philosophical review), who wrote that such a return to the “lost paradise” 
of the times of national awakening and general upsurge was impossible. 
The Bulgarian nation after liberation lived in a complicated situation of 
statehood and with economic and ideological contradictions that could not 
be eliminated.6 To this, Petŭr Mutafchiev responded that a national regen-
eration movement was possible even under the new conditions because in 
fateful periods in their history the peoples are able to overcome economic 
and ideological contradictions and restore their internal unity. A “primeval 
instinct” for the “preservation of the species” is then aroused and the 
“transitory ideological ballast” falls away.7 In other words, the national is 
the deepest, primary or “organic” layer, while the social and ideological 
contradictions are only secondary layers. 

The call for a “return to the Revival” seemed not radical enough to 
Naiden Sheitanov, a rather curious figure and the creator of pagan, Thra-
cian–Orphic and other indigenist phantasmagoria. He compared it to con-
temporary slogans and movements in other countries, especially in Italy 
(i.e., fascist ideas of restoring the glory of ancient Rome and its victorious 
legions), national-socialist Germany (the cult of pagan Germany and its 
heroic world-view), Hungary (the idealized pagan times of the Magyars), 
Greece (the calls for a resuscitation of ancient Greece and medieval Byzan-
tium), Romania (the “Latin idea” of kinship with the Romans), Turkey 
(Turkism inspired by the old Turkic past), etc. According to this author, 
instead of evoking only the national Revival, one should better call for a 
(symbolic) return to the glorious Bulgarian medieval past (as did Paisii), 
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hence the slogan should be “back to Simeon the Great,” “back to Cyril and 
Methodius,” “back to Bogomil,” “back to Boyan the Wizard,” or “back to 
Omurtag.” Not satisfied with even this historical regression, Sheitanov 
descends to his favorite Thracians, with their musician Orpheus and the 
god Dionysus, and proposes the creation of “Thracism as a cultural regen-
erative trend.”8 

While the authors considered so far expressed themselves in more abstract 
terms and high-pitched metaphors, others were more explicit in setting the 
national goals and the desired boundaries. They urged for the fulfilling of 
duty to the “tribe” and the “mother tongue,” referring again to the projects 
of the Revival activists and the span of the Bulgarian Church under the Ot-
tomans.9 The presumed unity of the nation during the Revival in particular 
was evoked in order to blunt internal social and class conflict. 

The perpetrators of the military coup d’état of 19 May 1934 were guided 
by the idea of national regeneration by way of ending party strife, uniting 
the people, rationalizing the economy, tightening the administration, and 
strengthening the Bulgarian state. They portrayed the new order (in the 
organ of the military league Narodna otbrana—“People’s defense”) as the 
successor to the traditions of the Revival and as a new manifestation of the 
“people’s spirit.” The Bulgarian army itself began with volunteers from the 
Russo-Turkish war. Even the canceling of the Tŭrnovo constitution was 
presented as the rejection of a foreign import and as the restoring of a kind 
of “estate representation” similar to the role of the guilds (esnafi) in the 
urban communities of the Revival.10 As the military was pushed aside and 
the regime evolved toward royal dictatorship, the emphasis fell on the 
monarchy while the rightist ideologists, influenced by fascism, contributed 
elitist and Führer tones to the propaganda. 

While there were isolated anniversary celebrations of acclaimed activists 
of the Revival prior to World War I, annual “all-nation” holidays were in-
troduced in the inter-war period, such as the Day of the People’s Awakeners 
(1 November, introduced in 1922), and Father Paisii’s Day (27 September, 
introduced in 1942). These, along with the traditional “St. Cyril and St. 
Methodius’s Day” (24 May, elevated to a national holiday in 1916), were 
systematized and filled with strongly nationalistic contents during the late 
1930s and early 1940s.11 The Ministry of Education, acting as the ideologi-
cal organ of the state, organized official celebrations with political propa-
ganda speeches. In them, the deeds of the activists of the Revival epoch 
were presented as a striving toward a united Bulgaria, the sense character-
istically shifting from “liberation” toward “unification,” with the joining of 
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Macedonia (during World War II) appearing as its completion. The rallying 
of the nation behind its leaders, a strong (authoritarian) statehood, and 
monarchism are all derived from the Revival. In the following example 
(one out of many) a continuity is affirmed between the efforts of the na-
tional “awakeners,” the ideal of “San Stefano Bulgaria” (i.e., comprising 
all territories of the Treaty of San Stefano) and the “unification” achieved 
in alliance with Germany in World War II: 

“The efforts of the awakeners point ultimately toward the realization of 
the ideal of freedom—a liberation that is at once spiritual, economic, and 
political, and is a liberation of the entire Bulgarian people within its his-
torical and ethnographic boundaries. [...] The people’s awakeners thus 
startled the Bulgarian nation, made it aware of itself, and created it. To-
gether with that, they outlined the Bulgarian fatherland, its span, its beau-
ties, and its greatness. They erected the Bulgaria of San Stefano in the soul 
of their people so that she already existed before being created with blood 
and the sword. [...] The unification that we are now in the process of build-
ing up is a continuation of their deeds.”12 

Paisii’s personality and oeuvre (a history of medieval Bulgaria) in par-
ticular became subject to reinterpretation and falsification not just in na-
tionalist, but in outright monarchist and even clerical keys, in tune with 
the “God, King, and Fatherland” formula. Here is an excerpt from a 
speech on Radio Sofia pronounced by minister Boris Yotsov on the “Day of 
Father Paisii” (27 September) in 1943: 

“In the national ethos of Paisii of Hilendar, there shine three political 
ideas—the people, the state, and the historical personality. [...] Among the 
personalities, Paisii places the person of the tsar in the foremost place. For 
him, the royal authority manifests itself in one highest sense, namely, it is 
predestined for [a role in] the historical development of the Bulgarian 
people. That is why his fatherland can only be a monarchy with a heredi-
tary ruler. The royal institution, the church, and the intellectual elite are 
the major pillars of the state. But its greatest strength derives from the 
army, which is needed in days of peace and in days of national struggles. 
Thus by making use of history Father Paisii highlighted the future devel-
opment of the Bulgarian people.”13 

From Paisii as a first and prototypical “awakener of the people” the in-
terest was widened to other “awakeners” and the phenomenon (buditelstvo) 
in general.14 The collective image of the awakener of the people occupies a 
central place in rightist writings, while the revolutionaries (even if posi-
tively viewed) are somewhat in the background as just one branch from the 
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thick trunk of the Revival. Not the revolutionaries but the awakeners are at 
the foundation of the national building. 

The nationalist ideals derived from the Revival found their way into 
educational policies, namely, as a new and more active formative ideal in 
the schools that proclaimed the primacy of upbringing and the forging of 
“characters” over acquiring knowledge. The new voelkisch  (narodnosten) 
ideal purported to create the “New Bulgarian” as a person in close relation 
to his/her people and to the state. In practice, this meant the fostering of 
nationalism and the application of discipline (defined in terms of duty), 
apparently to higher public goals, including readiness to sacrifice oneself 
in the pursuit of the national “ideals.” The rightist ideology preached so-
cial harmony under the authority of the state, attacking the divisive or 
subversive leftist (Communist, anarchist) teachings. Changes were made to 
the curricula in order to increase the space for the national subjects 
(Bulgarian language, literature, history, geography and civic education) in 
view of achieving the national(ist) educational ideal. Again, this was often 
argued as a return to the true Bulgarian (people’s) spirit cultivated during 
the Revival.15 

One encounters directly fascist proposals to use the slogan “back to the 
legacy of the Revival” as a “practical program” for state building in an 
authoritarian spirit inspired by the examples of Fascist Italy and Nazi 
Germany. According to one such “policy advice,” the Revival epoch, so rich 
in “moral titans” and in great “examples and deeds,” should be used in the 
upbringing of activists of a new revival, understood as a new “national 
revolution.” The latter must create a nationalist intelligentsia, beyond ideo-
logical and party differences, to be entrusted with the “spiritual leader-
ship” of its people. The author describes the national revolution as the 
stamping upon the mind of the Bulgarian people of the idea of a non-party 
nation state and of an authoritarian (but also “social”) government akin to 
those in Germany and Italy.16 

To sum up, the nationalist and authoritarian forces of the 1930s and the 
early 1940s made use of the Revival for their own ideological–educational 
purposes and for political mobilization, strongly falsifying it in the process. 
To begin with, they created a highly simplified, harmonized, and idealized 
image. The Revival appears here as a unity of purpose (shared by notables 
and outcasts alike), in which an idealized people dutifully follows its lead-
ers. There are no internal contradictions, no entanglement in (and 
“corruption” by) Ottoman rule, just a massive display of patriotism and 
self-abnegation. The rightist image of the national Revival is not only 
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strongly idealized but contains outright falsifications, such as the above-
mentioned authoritarian relation between “people” and “leaders” and the 
cult of the monarch. One should mention as another mystification the idea 
of absolute cultural originality or authenticity (samobitnost) that ignores 
the strong European ideological–political and cultural influences in the 
process of shaping national Bulgarian “high culture.” This mythologized 
portrait of the Revival is contrasted with a darkened image of decline after 
the liberation, supposedly due to a retreat from the national ideals (even 
though in reality Bulgaria entered two wars in pursuit of them). 

Transformed in such a way, the Revival functions as a model for emula-
tion in the present. The logic is this: the people followed their leaders then, 
and so they should now; the leaders were united under the priority of the 
national goal during the Revival, and they should be united now; the na-
tion stands above all and justifies any sacrifice, then and as well as now. In 
such a way the people were being mobilized for the new attempt to realize 
the “national ideals” (in alliance with Nazi Germany). 

The recasting of the Revival epoch in the new mold was facilitated by 
the fact that, for all their differences, the liberal nationalism of the nine-
teenth century and the new militant nationalism of the 1930s shared some 
assumptions, such as the primacy of the community over the individual, 
the metaphysics of the “people’s spirit,” the notion of organic development 
and national self-realization, the idea of historical rights, etc. They also had 
some ideological delusions and self-delusions in common: the idea that the 
nation is “primordial,” the idealization of the people and of popular cul-
ture, etc., and both employed a lofty metaphoric language. That is why the 
new nationalism could imperceptibly be substituted for the earlier one, or 
why they could be presented as standing in basic continuity. 

But the ideas and rhetorical figures of the Revival acquired a different 
meaning in the new setting where they were employed to other purposes. 
Thus “the people” to whom the awakeners referred in their national mis-
sion (and to whom the revolutionaries referred in order to move or 
frighten the unpatriotic chorbadzhii) was directed, in the new authoritar-
ian discourse, against social, ideological and political cleavages and contra-
dictions. The assault was on liberalism, individualism, and the foreign 
influences contracted by the intelligentsia in general, presented as 
“unhealthy” aberrations. But the attacks against the infected intelligentsia 
did not prevent the mobilization of its residual prestige. The “spiritual” 
leadership of the intelligentsia finds itself transformed into an authoritar-
ian leadership (on a fascist model), cultivating some kind of elitism. 
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The Democratic Image 

Reacting against the modeling of the Bulgarian Revival in such a national-
ist and authoritarian way (and against what it had to support), others de-
rived from it a contrasting, democratic image. Ivan Hadzhiiski, a sociolo-
gist with leftist ideas, posed the following question in 1937: Which way 
should Bulgaria go—the way of democracy, or the way of authoritarianism? 
He then proceeded to argue, in a work characteristically called The Histori-
cal Roots of Our Democratic Traditions, that historical experience and con-
tinuity with the Revival require that Bulgaria takes the road of democracy. 
The author detects the democratic traditions of the Revival in various 
places: in the artisan guilds (esnafi), especially in their internal organiza-
tion and struggles against the traditional notables (chorbadzhii) for control 
of the communal self-government and of the school and church boards; in 
the unfolding of wide democratic movements for secular national educa-
tion and for church autonomy; and especially in the struggles for political 
independence. The Ottoman domination itself is interpreted by him as a 
precondition for the “democratic course of our history” because it abol-
ished the advancing feudalization of the medieval Bulgarian state and re-
placed it with a different social order—without serfdom of the peasants and 
without estates (and accordingly free of any “estatist spirit”). The dominant 
Ottoman layer did not penetrate the Bulgarian people because of the dif-
ferent faith, language, and customs, but lived alongside it, hence the larger 
part of the Bulgarians lived practically under self-government.17 

Hadzhiiski had, in fact, a number of predecessors, who had pointed to 
one or another democratic trait of the Bulgarian Revival. Thus the in-
spired historian of “the making” of Bulgaria, Simeon Radev, had pointed 
in as early as 1910 to “democratic attitudes” as one of the characteristic 
virtues of the Revival epoch, the others being, according to him, love for 
education and national feeling. The author meant by democratic attitudes 
the general striving toward freedom and equality that found expression in 
the struggles against the chorbadzhii and the Greek Phanariots, as well as 
the hostility of the people toward social and political hierarchies.18 The 
church historian Ivan Snegarov, in his turn, derives the democratic idea 
from the struggles for an independent church, which led to a union of the 
various social classes in the common effort, but also to the idea of equal 
access to the public goods thus achieved. Hence the statutes of the Exar-
chate (the autonomous Bulgarian Church) provided for a wide democratic 
(i.e., lay) participation in church matters, and the same democratic spirit 
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subsequently prevailed in the constitution of the Bulgarian state. Snegarov 
goes as far as to affirm that political democracy in Bulgaria was born out 
of church democracy. But he also pays tribute to the Bulgarian town com-
munes and town councils as “true people’s institutions,” “sanctuaries of 
democracy,” and a school for self-government.19 

One might also mention some writings of the so-called national psychol-
ogy (or national mentality) genre, problematic as any enterprise of this 
kind is. Thus the well-known Bulgarian literary historian Ivan Shishmanov 
enumerates among the moral qualities of “the Bulgarian under the Turk-
ish yoke” a democratic attitude and a desire for progress (and, rhyming 
somewhat uneasily with that, patriarchal family life). According to him as 
well, the democratic spirit characteristic of the Revival epoch was culti-
vated in the milieu of the local self-government of the communes.20 When 
listing the qualities of “the Bulgarian,” another author specializing in 
“national psychology” writes down on the asset side of the national charac-
ter qualities such as love of freedom, sensitivity concerning individual 
rights, tolerance toward foreigners, and an attitude of opposition (to 
authorities). On the liability side are listed such traits as inability to organ-
ize socially, distrust, intractability, and egoism. Faced with the ambiguity of 
qualities that appear both as good and as bad (depending on whether for-
mulated positively or negatively), this author finds a way out in ascribing 
the good qualities to the times of the national Revival (and expresses the 
hope that they are still dormant in the souls and present a guarantee of a 
better future).21 

But most of the “national psychologists” of the post-liberation times are 
strongly critical of Bulgarian “democratism,” which, according to them, 
has a deformed and perverse expression as hostility toward any authority 
and any administrative order as such, disrespect for law, “individualism,” 
egoism, social apathy, etc. They usually derive these attitudes from the 
Turkish “yoke,” the Revival included (as taking place under it), but some 
ascribe their cultivation to the patriarchal tradition as well (within the 
family and in the craftsmen’s guilds).22 The deficient understanding of 
democracy in post-liberation Bulgaria and the distortion of democratic 
political practices in the absence of a true democratic “spirit” to animate 
the democratic institutions are the bottom line of the bitter reflections of 
the great Bulgarian satirical writer and social critic Stoyan Mikhailovski, 
who also blamed life under the “yoke” for a legacy of social immaturity 
and cultural backwardness.23 

Somewhat curiously, the democratic image of the national Revival was 
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polished anew under state socialism, which sought to present itself as a 
continuation and a higher level of development of the democratic tradi-
tions of the national Revival. An example is provided by the strongly ideo-
logical and very confused writings of the literary figure Marko Semov, who 
conceived of himself as a successor in the tradition of the “science” of 
national psychology (especially in the line of Zakhari Stoyanov and Ivan 
Hadzhiiski). The author devotes much space to Bulgarian “democratism” 
(i.e., democratic attitudes), dating it from as far back as the communal 
social order of the early Slavs (sixth to the ninth centuries). He reveals 
three stages in the development of Bulgarian “democratism” in modern 
times: during the April uprising, bourgeois democratism, and the socialist 
order. The “democratism” of the April uprising manifested itself in the 
equality of all before the “laws of the struggle”; the responsibility of the 
organizers (“the apostles”) to the people; the rejection of “cults of person-
ality” and of estate prejudices; comradeship, etc. Bourgeois democratism 
found expression in the lack of a sense of hierarchy among the Bulgarians 
and their critical attitude toward the state and any superiors, as well as in a 
certain democratization of family life (but not to the extent of “equalizing” 
women completely). As is to be expected, socialism is the highest form of 
democratism, but, as the author notes, unfortunately negative attitudes 
toward the state (inherited from capitalism) were not entirely overcome.24 

Not all authors are as optimistic about the democratic traits of the Re-
vival. Toncho Zhechev, a literary historian with a dissident aura, pointed to 
such “shadier aspects” of the Bulgarian democratic mentality as the envy 
that goes together with the democratic feeling of equity and recognizes no 
“aristocratic” superiority, perceiving equality in the sense of “nobody is 
better than me,” hence nobody deserves more, etc.25 To take another ex-
ample, the historian Nikolai Genchev regards the communal self-
government as a “cradle of the democratism of the Bulgarian society.” In 
the absence of a traditional aristocracy of big inequalities and deep social 
cleavages, the mentality of the Bulgarian nation was shaped in accordance 
with democratic principles—a feeling of equality and self-respect, lack of 
estatist (aristocratic) prejudice, and the practice of elections in communal, 
cultural and political organizations. But nor does this author have a high 
opinion of Bulgarian democratism, which, according to him, was counter-
acted by the patriarchal peasant tradition and remained of “servile” qual-
ity.26 

Generally speaking, the descriptions of the Bulgarian democratic tradi-
tion, whether in terms of national psychology or otherwise, are strongly 
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biased and affected by the personal experiences of the author and by the 
attitude toward present-day realities. One can note that the democratic 
reading of the national Revival becomes stronger in moments of resistance 
against authoritarianism (e.g., Hadzhiiski, or some crypto-critical tones 
during state socialism). But this can also be a way to bolster national self-
esteem at any time, where cheerful socialist optimism is especially charac-
teristic. Conversely, and ironically, skepticism regarding the democratic 
traits of the Revival prevails under relatively democratic conditions, and 
the “servile vices” of the Ottoman epoch are evoked as an explanation of 
the political and social deficiencies of Bulgarian democracy. 

The authors most critical of the Bulgarian “democratic tradition” de-
scribe it as a widely spread negative attitude toward the state and the 
authorities, a kind of spontaneous “opposition.” A more balanced repre-
sentation takes into account both the face and reverse of Bulgarian democ-
ratism. The most idealized democratic reading of the Revival understands 
democracy in the sense of civic self-initiative and voluntary association for 
various purposes, including charity (i.e., as “civic society” in the sense of 
Alexis de Tocqueville), rather than as liberal democracy (which is more 
“aristocratic” and takes individual rights seriously) and greater respect for 
law. Though idealized, this is consistent with the “immediate” practice of 
democracy on a small scale in local affairs (the community, the local 
church, and school, cultural associations, etc.) in the absence of a Bulgar-
ian state during the national Revival. 

The Battle of the Communists for the Legacy 
of the Revival 

The main traits and details of the “leftist image” of the Revival formed by 
the Marxist interpretation with its emphasis on class divisions and class 
conflict, revolutionism, etc., has been outlined in various places in this 
book. Rather than repeating what has already been said, I will concentrate 
on the appropriation of the legacy of the Revival by the Communists, and 
the operations to which it was subjected in the process. The symbolic use of 
the past, and especially of the deeds of the revolutionaries, began with the 
founder of the Bulgarian Socialist Party, Dimitŭr Blagoev. According to 
him, the government that the Bulgarian people received after the libera-
tion did not resemble the one for which Levski had fought and was hanged. 
The bourgeoisie—this new kind of chorbadzhii—crucified the newly attained 
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freedom while the petty bourgeoisie and the intelligentsia, previously en-
gaged in the revolutionary movement, were now in economic decline. The 
ideals of Levski became incomprehensible for some and contrary to the 
interests of others, until they were taken up by the working class and its 
party: 

“However, another type of people emerges, another social force that re-
members sincerely and with warmth such activists of the people as Levski, 
Lyuben Karavelov, Botev and the others. This is the working people, whose 
self-conscious part embraces the ideals of our revolutionaries, puts new 
substance into them, develops them, and fights for their realization.”27 

Georgi Bakalov, one of the next generation of Communist intellectuals 
and propagandists, fully recognized the stakes in the interpretation of the 
legacy of the Revival and its application as a weapon in contemporary po-
litical struggles. He made special efforts to gain the Revival epoch with its 
revolutionaries for the Communist Party by various interpretative strate-
gies and the recasting of history. Here is his account of what happened 
with the legacy of the Revival upon independence. From the liberation 
until the unification (of the Kingdom of Bulgaria and Eastern Rumelia) in 
1885, all political forces and movements referred to the Revival in its en-
tirety. The early Liberals, who found support in the peasant masses re-
cently liberated and provided with land, were strongly democratic and 
stood close to the ideals of Levski and Botev. But with the development of 
the capitalist system, its supporters became increasingly conservative and 
alienated from the great bequests of the Revival, especially those concern-
ing the liberties of the people. At the same time, a new social element en-
tered the public arena in the shape of the socialists, who claimed the legacy 
of the national revolutionary movement and stood nearer to the ideals of 
Levski and Botev, hence were fully entitled to carry their “banner.” Ac-
cording to Bakalov, the threat posed by the socialists led to the emergence 
in the bourgeois camp of a “new theory” of the Revival. Instead of taking it 
in its entirety as a struggle for spiritual and political liberation, this theory 
cut off the branch of the political revolutionary struggles and reduced it to 
education alone; moreover, it claimed that the revolutionary struggles were 
unnecessary and even impeded the political liberation. The author, in his 
turn, takes a decisive stand on the side of the revolutionary trend of the 
Revival (in their opposition to the adherents of the status quo or of dual-
ism) and claims the revolutionary legacy for the Communists.28 

Actually, Bakalov’s account itself should be taken with reservations. 
Even when polemically contrasting “evolutionists” and revolutionaries, the 
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nationalist authors rarely ceded the revolutionary activists. This is attested 
by the polemics Bakalov himself had to conduct in order to reclaim the 
national revolutionaries for the Communist Party in the 1920s and 1930s. 
Quite naturally, the most direct continuity was established with Botev’s 
brand of communism (actually, an early form of socialism, intermingled 
with anarchism and populism). According to Bakalov, the liberation 
movement of the “third estate” had an extreme leftist stream, especially 
among the emigration in Romania, which consisted of ruined artisans and 
peasants, workers without a definite profession, intelligentsia and idealistic 
youth inspired by “the most generous and extreme ideas.” The outcast 
(hŭsh) was the revolutionary of the times, a “forerunner of the proletarian 
of today.” In the figure of Botev, this stream reached out for the Commu-
nist ideal: 

“In the person of Botev the revolution of the “third estate” superseded 
itself. Botev foresaw the future and prophesied the international social 
revolution of the proletariat. Thus Botev appears as the uniting link in the 
chain between the revolution of the third estate and the liberation struggle 
of the proletariat. [...] Under the cheerful banner, raised for the first time 
in our country by Botev, his children—the contemporary proletarians, will 
win the victory.”29 

In fact, the elaboration of lines of succession of “forerunners” and 
“successors” (“forefathers” and “heirs”) became a favorite device in estab-
lishing a personal continuity between the Revival figures and the Commu-
nists, as well as the substantial continuity of the “deed.” 

It was not so easy to claim purely national revolutionaries as Levski and 
Rakovski. Writing in 1924, Bakalov argued that now that the fight over 
Botev had been completed successfully, the time had come to “deliver to 
the working people his brothers-in-arms, namely, his teacher Rakovski and 
his friend Levski.” Applying himself to the job, the author establishes a 
line of continuity from the Revival to post-liberation times as regards the 
class struggle and the struggle against the chorbadzhii in particular. The 
scheme is as follows. After the liberation the previously revolutionary 
“third estate” disintegrated into the classes of the bourgeoisie, the petty 
bourgeoisie, and the proletariat, whereby the heirs of the old chorbadzhii 
joined the core of the bourgeoisie. By identifying the new bourgeoisie with 
the old chorbadzhii whom Rakovski had fought in his time, Bakalov wrests 
him away from the bourgeoisie and draws him toward the camp of the 
socialists. In his turn, Levski is appropriated using arguments of class de-
scent, being presumably a “proletarian child, nurtured by a widowed 
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mother from the distaff and the spinning-wheel.”30 One can clearly see the 
way of proceeding by identification/assimilation: the chorbadzhii of the 
Revival epoch = the post-liberation bourgeoisie; the people of the Revival = 
the proletariat after independence; the revolutionaries of the Revival = 
socialists (Communists). 

Another characteristic polemic device applied by the socialists in appro-
priating the legacy of the revolutionaries of the Revival is the affirmation 
that, had a certain revolutionary activist lived in the contemporary condi-
tions, he would have stood inevitably on the side of the proletariat and 
would have become a socialist. Conversely, contemporaries are hypotheti-
cally projected back to find analogies for them during the Revival.31 

Bakalov was the first to encounter a problem that would be faced by all 
those who carried the economic and class interpretation of the Bulgarian 
Revival to extremes and made use of law-like historical stages. The problem 
is this: with a bourgeois transformation lying ahead, it follows that the 
“titans” of the Bulgarian national revolutionary movement strove for capi-
talism; they were, so to say, “combatants for capitalism.” The national 
revolutionaries were exonerated in the following manner: in their beliefs 
(i.e., “subjectively”) they were in favor of the “small producers” and of the 
“toiling people” and dreamt about the welfare of the people, so it was not 
their fault that the “objective” conditions of small-scale production nour-
ished the development of capitalism. And the most advanced revolutionar-
ies like Botev had even reached the idea of “jumping over” the capitalist 
stage and entering directly the higher socialist stage.32 Of course, the basic 
problem with this type of deterministic thinking of history is not really 
solved by differentiating between “subjective” intentions and “objective” 
laws of development. Because if one believes in progressist, stage-like 
schemes, one risks seeing one’s heroes fighting for something that looks 
anachronistic and even reprehensible two stages later. 

In fact, the symbolic contests about the revolutionaries of the Revival 
continued throughout the inter-war period. Thus Ivan Andonov, an activist 
of the Revival and major participant in the April uprising, strongly ob-
jected in his memoirs (published in 1927) against the use of Botev and 
Levski in the Communist propaganda, pointing out that they were patriots 
and nationalists in the first place.33 The nationalists of the 1920s and 1930s 
showed a special predilection for Botev, probably because of his fiery tem-
perament. A major patriotic student organization (at Sofia University) 
named itself after him in 1920 and opposed the Communist-dominated 
student union. This was characteristically accompanied by the interpreta-
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tion of Botev as primarily a great patriot and good nationalist who fought 
for the whole Bulgarian people; in addition, there is the idea that nation 
and humanity are in unison, and that the national movement does not 
exclude economic and social demands.34 

Only after the Communist takeover (and the silencing of opponents) 
could the Communists assert their claims to the legacy of the Revival, revo-
lutionary and non-revolutionary alike. Zhak Natan opened fire (in 1949) 
against the appropriation of the “legacy of ideas” of the Revival by “Great 
Bulgarian chauvinists” and “fascist historians.” He declared instead the 
activists of the Revival to be forerunners of the “great deed of transforma-
tion” performed by the Fatherland’s Front (a Communist-dominated mass 
anti-fascist organization). The line of succession and the fulfillment of the 
bequests of the Revival by the Communist regime is seen by him, ironi-
cally, in points such as the achieving of national independence by Bulgaria, 
the “brotherly union” between the Slavic peoples, the triumph of republi-
can ideas, the establishment of a true “people’s democracy,” and the im-
plementation of Botev’s ideal of complete human freedom and social lib-
eration, but also (and more to the point) in the hatred of the people’s trai-
tors and the enemies of the people from the “camp of the chorbadzhii.”35 

In fact, once the Communist regime was firmly in place, there was 
hardly any need for “genealogies” in order for it to establish its “kinship” 
with the revolutionary activists from the Revival epoch. With self-assured 
arrogance, it could now take over from them the leadership of the people 
(and even patronize them), as in the following triumphalist statement by 
Todor Pavlov: 

“By serving objectively our bourgeois–democratic and national revolu-
tion, and by becoming ideologues, leaders and heroes of the peasant– 
plebeian, anti-feudal, democratic and national revolution in our country, 
Rakovski, Levski, Botev, as well as Paisii before them, became true people’s 
ideologues, leaders, and heroes. For that reason they belong now to us, and 
only to us, and not to our traitorous, reactionary, and fascized Bulgarian 
bourgeoisie.”36 

The consolidation of the Communist regime in power gave it the oppor-
tunity to reach for non-revolutionary activists of the Revival as well. This is 
seen with special clarity in the controversy over Paisii—the progenitor of 
the Bulgarian Revival (and conceiver of the Bulgarian national idea). He 
was previously claimed by the nationalist bourgeois elites and became es-
pecially popular with the rise of the new nationalism in the 1930s (one 
strongly nationalist organization then assumed the name “Father Paisii”). 
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The socialists/Communists were then in a weak position, judging from the 
fact that even a polemicist such as Bakalov was content to derive from 
Paisii “both lines” of the Revival (the peaceful and the revolutionary). 

The regime applied a number of strategies in appropriating Paisii. To 
begin with, it made special efforts to discredit the right-wing nationalist 
organizations of the “Father Paisii” type as not just nationalist but outright 
fascist. Another device was the differentiation between patriotism (good, 
compatible with Communism) and nationalism (bad, bourgeois), so that 
now Paisii could be presented as something different from a “bourgeois 
nationalist,” namely, a patriot of the people (e.g. by Hristo Hristov).37 

The co-opting of Paisii to the leftist tradition had recourse to the tested 
way of establishing “genealogical” affiliations and “kinship” (direct or 
more distant). As mentioned in another place, for authors like Vladimir 
Topencharov and Hristo Hristov, Paisii is the founder of only the combat-
ant–revolutionary trend of the Bulgarian Revival (not of the big bourgeois, 
liberal-reformist line), which passes through Sofronii of Vratsa and Neofit 
Bozveli, the peasant uprisings of the 1830s and 1840s, the outlaws (haiduti) 
and Rakovski, to culminate in the organized revolutionary movement of 
the 1860s and 1870s. In the absence of contesting it became possible to 
point even to the working class and the Bulgarian Communist Party as 
“successors and promoters” of the ideas of Paisii.38 

Another way of drawing Paisii closer was by using a class approach, 
namely, by presenting him as a spokesman of the “democratic” classes 
such as peasants, artisans, shopkeepers and petty traders or the “laboring 
masses.” The ideology of Paisii was (according to Hristo Hristov) not just 
about national liberation but also anti-feudal, that is, it called for social 
struggle in a certain sense (though only against feudalism).39 Or, in a more 
populist manner, Paisii was presented as a port-parole of the interests of 
the whole people (now taken in Communist custody). The militant publicist 
Vladimir Topencharov devotes a special chapter to this idea in his work on 
Paisii, containing passages such as the following: 

“Paisii stands there almost two centuries ago at the historical entrance 
hall of the struggle for the people’s freedom—with all his hatred for the 
apostates and the traitors of the motherland, and all his love for the people 
and the motherland. The Bulgarian workers and laboring peasants— 
descendants of Paisii’s ploughmen and land-tillers, shepherds and simple 
artisans—carried the struggle for the freedom of the people to a successful 
end with the Party at their head.” 

Despite such tours de force, the Communist regime discontinued some 
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of the national holidays connected with the Revival, especially the Day of 
the People’s Awakeners and Father Paisii’s Day (as being associated with 
right-wing regimes), and instituted the commemoration of the national 
revolutionary heroes (the Days of Botev and Levski on 2 June and 19 Feb-
ruary) and of events such as the April uprising and Liberation Day (3 
March). It added specific meanings and emphases—thus Botev’s Day be-
came the “Day of Botev and of those fallen in the struggle against capital-
ism, fascism, and in the Fatherland’s war” (i.e., World War II).40 Official 
celebration of historical personalities and open-door historical conferences 
propagated this kind of historical “memory.” 

The ideologues of the Communist regime made increasing claims on the 
legacy of the Revival epoch, even on its non-revolutionary part. This was 
argued using the Leninist precept that the proletariat and its party are 
successors of all democratic traditions of the past, regardless of their ori-
gin, the progressive legacy of the bourgeoisie included. Taking this view, 
Veselin Hadzhinikolov criticized (in 1966) the appropriation of the legacy 
of the Revival by the Communists before 1944 as too narrow.41 The blunt 
manner of putting things makes this a very interesting text. The author 
notes that from the very beginning the Bulgarian socialists paid the great-
est attention to the personality, deeds, and legacy of Hristo Botev in various 
initiatives such as the celebration of Botev’s Day (on the date of his heroic 
death, 2 June) and Botev’s anniversaries, recitations of his poems, referring 
to him in party speeches and papers, using him in arguments regarding the 
present-day tasks of the proletariat and of the Socialist Party, naming party 
clubs after him, etc. Much less attention was paid to the April uprising or 
even to Levski. The lifting of Botev above all other Bulgarian revolutionar-
ies by the Communist Party continued after World War I and the October 
Revolution, and later during the leftist-sectarian period of its history, al-
ready in competition with the bourgeois parties who tried in their turn to 
mobilize Botev’s aura to nationalist goals. Conversely, persons, deeds and 
events not directly related to the proletariat and Marxist ideology were 
underestimated. Especially the democratic and revolutionary traditions, 
created by the peasants and the petty bourgeoisie, were neglected contrary 
to Lenin’s injunction that required the inheriting of everything positive 
from the past, including what originated in non-proletarian laboring 
classes and even in “progressive and revolutionary circles of the dominant 
classes.” The epic April uprising in particular was still being underrated. 

This rather unfortunate state of affairs continued until the Seventh 
Congress of the Comintern (1935), when the Bulgarian Communist leader 
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Georgi Dimitrov (head of the Comintern at that time) stressed the need to 
utilize the entire positive legacy of the past for the purposes of class strug-
gle. This was the turning point in the reappraisal of the cultural and revo-
lutionary legacies toward “full utilization of all progressive and heroic 
traditions in the revolutionary upbringing and inspiring of the working 
classes.” By way of appropriating the broader revolutionary–democratic 
ideas and deeds in general, the Communists spoke more of the April upris-
ing, they organized readings of Vazov’s poems from “The Epic of the For-
gotten” and pilgrimages to Oborishte (where the date of the April uprising 
was decided), republished Zakhari Stoyanov’s Notes on the Bulgarian upris-
ings, etc. Already during World War II Communist guerrilla brigades and 
detachments were given the names of Botev, Levski, and of heroes of the 
April uprising such as Benkovski, Bacho Kiro, and Kocho Chistemenski. 
But a battle had to be fought even around Botev, as fascist politicians and 
ideologues tried to present him as a nationalist and chauvinist (and a right-
ist student organization named itself after him). It was not before its vic-
tory on 9 September 1944 that the Bulgarian Communist Party could free 
itself entirely from the non-Leninist attitude toward the progressive legacy. 
In this, the party was supported by Bulgarian historians, who thus 
“directly combined scholarship with practice.” 

Thus far Veselin Hadzhinikolov, and there is little more to add. The 
more comprehensive and massive appropriation of the legacy of the Revival 
after 1944 coincides in a sense with the history of Bulgarian historical 
scholarship under Communism. As we have seen, during the Stalinist pe-
riod the Communist Party and its historians made efforts to appropriate 
the revolutionary legacy of the Revival in the first place, while degrading 
the other (peaceful) Revival struggles and personalities to an inferior 
status. Legitimation by “revolution” and the initial need for an enemy (the 
chorbadzhii—bourgeoisie) are reflected in this limitation. It was only in the 
course of time that the regime, acting through the agency of historical 
scholarship, gradually appropriated (with grading and hierarchies) more 
and more of the legacy of the Revival, and the Revival as such, but not 
without first translating it in terms of revolution (social and increasingly 
national). 

The history of the Revival, to be sure, became the terrain of a kind of 
scholarly dissent in the form of the affirmation of the “national” against 
the “national nihilism” of the early Stalinist years. As an epoch of national 
formation, the Revival seems naturally designated to that purpose. But one 
can note the growing comfort of the regime with a broader Revival legacy 
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(though not everything) that went parallel with its claim for the extension 
of its social basis from a working class-based rule toward an inclusive all-
people’s (national) rule during mature socialism. Besides, the practical 
merger of the party with the state made the Communist regime increas-
ingly into a bearer of the “state idea” (in contrast to the subversive identi-
fication of the earlier socialists with the revolutionaries of the Revival). The 
shift of the Communist regime itself toward nationalism also worked to 
increase the range of acceptable figures and political trends. Ironically, the 
“revisionist” efforts of many historians in fact brought new assets into the 
patrimony of the regime. 

After the demise of Communism in a situation dominated by aspirations 
to join “Europe” and by liberal individualistic discourses, the Revival, with 
its collectivist national spirit, seems less appropriate (or politically correct) 
both as a stock of ideas and as a language. Initially, some references to it 
were made in the media, even calls for a “new revival,” issuing mostly from 
marginal nationalist parties and organizations (e.g. Mati Bŭlgaria). Curi-
ously, when the former king (later premier) Simeon II declared in May 
2001 his intention to enter politics and run for election, he evoked the 
image of an economic and political revival of the country. But the tone of 
the post-Communist discourse in Bulgaria is different, and the national 
ideas are hardly compatible with the universalistic liberalism, the free-
market globalism, and the open-door policies now prevailing. While it is 
true that the Revival can be stretched in a liberal democratic style, it is 
more easily adopted by hard-line nationalists. Hence one can make a guess 
that only a disappointment with the supra-national (a rejection by 
“Europe” in particular) may renew its actuality in the search for a source 
of reliance and self-assurance. 
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(1934): 209–210. 

10	 See the editorials in Narodna otbrana, no. 1724 (9 October 1934); no. 1725 (16 No-
vember 1934); no. 1758 (3 July 1935); no. 1762 (31 July 1935); no. 1765 (21 August 
1935); no. 1766 (28 August 1935); and no. 1775 (30 October 1935). See also Vladimir 
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na uchilishnite praznitsi vŭv vremeto mezhdu dvete svetovni voini.” In Simpozion ili 
Antichnost i humanitaristika. Izsledvaniya v chest na prof. Bogan Bogdanov, edited by 
Violeta Gerdzhikova et al. Sofia: SONM-2000, 269–281. 

12	 “Den na narodnite buditeli (rechi na Boris Yotsov i na D. Dyulgerov).” Uchilishten 
pregled 40, nos. 9–10 (1941): 1230–1240, cit. on 1238–1239. Similarly “Den na na-
rodnite buditeli (rech na Boris Yotsov).” Uchilishten pregled 41, no. 9 (1942): 1119– 
1124; “Den na narodnite buditeli (rech na Boris Yotsov).” Uchilishten pregled 42, nos. 
9–10 (1943): 1168–1172. 

13 “Chestvane na ottsa Paisiya (rech na Boris Yotsov).” Uchilishten pregled 42, no. 8 
(1943): 998–1003, cit. on 1000–1001. 

14 Boris Yotsov, “Naroden buditel.” Otets Paisii 3, nos. 19–20 (1930): 287–295; A. Tsvet-
kov, “Nashite narodni buditeli.” Otets Paisii 10, no. 9 (1937): 330–335. 

15 K. Lambrev, “Bu ˘zrazhdane i dneshnite uchilishtni ideali.” Uchilishten ˘lgarskoto vu

pregled 38, no. 1 (1939): 3–18; Hristo Stoyanov, Vu
˘zpitanieto v svetlinata na natsion-
alniya ideal. Sofia, 1935, 55–59, 87–96; Marin Vlaikov, Vŭzpitanieto v novata 
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EPILOGUE 

The Bulgarian Revival as a National Myth 

The Revival as an epoch of national formation and liberation struggles 
functions for the Bulgarians as a founding myth, a myth about the birth of 
the nation and its entering into the modern world. This has far-reaching 
implications for historical scholarship. To begin with, the Revival is pre-
sented in a bright, cheerful, and optimistic tonality. It is conceived of in 
organic metaphors (taken from its own self-representation) as a “rebirth,” a 
kind of childhood and youth of the Bulgarian people, an epoch of acceler-
ated maturing and the accumulation of experience. In contrast to the pre-
ceding existence that passed in a “slumber,” the Revival is an “awakening,” 
followed by a quickening of the pace of development, a dynamic epoch of 
upsurge and advance in all spheres of life. It is flanked by the darkness of 
the “yoke” from one side, in “downwards” direction. On the other side—in 
“upwards” direction—is the loss of innocence after independence, that is, 
the entry into an age of crude political strife and the crass pragmatism of 
“primitive accumulation” as well as the dissipation of national energies in 
unsuccessful unification wars and national catastrophes. The darkness 
before and after is condensed, so that the Revival may shine in radiant 
light. The halo enveloping it is reflected in numerous sublime statements 
in fiction but also in professional historical scholarship.1 

As a “birth” (or at least a “rebirth”) of the Bulgarians, the epoch plays a 
major role in the building of Bulgarian self-identity and the anchoring of 
the collective “we.” The identity engendered here presents the highest and 
most idealized portrait of the nation. It is composed of virtues and deeds of 
valor—charity, pure idealism, self-abnegation, heroism and self-sacrifice—all 
performed for the people and the motherland. The best of the nation is 
personified in its most worthy “sons” (more rarely “daughters”) that build 
up the “pantheon” of national heroes. The Bulgarian nation of any time 
may thus look at itself in the mirror of its highest and rarest, not in its 
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mass (average) or lower element. It can feel proud of this image of itself 
and use it as a source of national dignity. In fact, the embedding of the 
positive national identity in the Revival obstructs a more critical look at the 
epoch thus sanctified. The attitude toward it remains sentimental and 
largely “romanticized,” which is true also of most professional scholarship, 
even if it pretends to have overcome the earlier “romanticism.” 

The men of the Revival, and the revolutionaries in particular, are insti-
tuted as national heroes, who had dedicated their life to the struggle 
against foreign domination and for national independence. In this way they 
bring nation and state together, legitimating the nation-state. At the same 
time they are model personalities, an outgrowth (emanation) of the people, 
the highest embodiment of the nation. Monuments and mausoleums have 
been erected in their honor (and in honor of the Russian soldiers who fell 
in the fight for Bulgarian liberation). Dedicated to these heroes are annual 
commemorations (on the dates of their birth or death), the celebration of 
anniversaries, official state holidays, etc. The solemn rhetoric and ritual, as 
well as plastic representations in paintings and monuments, serve to con-
vert abstract national ideas into tangible experience and thus reproduce 
the national consciousness among the present-day generations.2 

The Revival has a double temporality. As a historical epoch, it is local-
ized in the past as a period of the linear historical time-events. But it also 
exists in parallel transcendence of the present, of any present. The co-
present status of this epoch derives from its sanctification and its being 
chosen as a seat for national heroes and national virtues. It is as if the he-
roes look down from “above” and watch their co-nationals (and what they 
are doing with the deed they began) with care and concern; the transcen-
dence of the Revival opens up to the stream of profane everyday life during 
moments of national self-celebration. Unlike epochs that the Bulgarians 
want to see harmlessly isolated from the present and forgotten (e.g., the 
first centuries of the Ottoman “yoke”), the Revival is often evoked as a 
source of confidence, strength, purity, and edifying examples.3 

The epochs that followed the Revival did not live up to its promise. The 
potential was scattered in pursuit of chimerical national goals, and eco-
nomic development was disappointing. At least this is the prevailing mood 
among Bulgarian historians and the broader public (hardly changed by the 
Communist reference to the “bright future”). Hence the idealization of the 
Revival as some “lost paradise” (before the Fall) containing a host of op-
portunities and possible developments. The “irrepressible nostalgia” for 
this “most Bulgarian time” may be interpreted somewhat poetically as a 
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yearning for the primordial completeness of Being, when aesthetics and 
pragmatics, Art and Life, Word and Deed were one—as in the feat of Botev.4 

Historians, intellectuals, and “time diagnosticians” have aspired to see the 
Revival continued, emulated, somehow repeated, so that the degraded pre-
sent will be regenerated and renewed through the purifying and empower-
ing contact with its spirit. The Revival is elaborated into a repository of all 
sorts of self-grown “authentic” ethnic and cultural contents—values, tradi-
tions, people’s virtues, etc. The revivalist “spirit” of pure patriotism, devo-
tion to the cause, and self-sacrifice for the people and the motherland, etc. 
is evoked to breath faith and reassurance in adverse times. Politicians and 
public figures of all colors and persuasions have referred to the national 
Revival, and so have intellectuals with various purposes—affirmative (to call 
forth pride), critical (a negative comparison with present-day realities, to 
decry the sullying of the ideals), or moralizing (calls for disinterested ideal-
ism, for devotion to public service, etc.). The very term is generalized into 
the attribute “revivalist,” used with a certain loftiness of style in historical 
fiction and political journalism, for example in phrases such as “revivalist 
patriots,” “revivalist spirit,” “revivalist fullness of life,” etc.5 

In actual fact, the political mobilization of the Revival for nationalist ob-
jectives or to provide a rationale for authoritarian and totalitarian regimes 
has prevailed over its more sublime uses. Various political forces have made 
use of the Revival according to their convenience and selectively formu-
lated its “legacy,” which they claimed as they looked to it for “forerunners” 
(or “predecessors”), pretending to be their “heirs” and to follow their 
“bequests” or learn from their “lessons.” By manipulations such as selec-
tion and condensing, and through outright falsification, the Revival was 
shaped into generalized visions or images. Such opposite poles as republi-
canism or monarchism, democracy or authoritarianism have all been de-
rived from the epoch, which has been used both to justify an established 
order and to agitate for revolutionary change. All in all, it has been en-
gaged in a kind of “politics of time”—in attempts to influence the present 
and the future of Bulgarian society. 

The Revival is a part, and in fact the major part, of the Grand (i.e., 
“high” and official) historical narrative, whose protagonist is the Bulgarian 
people—a collective hero and martyr in the historical drama. The national 
epic has the formation of the nation and its struggles for freedom as its 
central meaning. The social aspect usually comes second. This decides the 
relevance of the events and actors—that is, what and who is worthy of enter-
ing the story, and what and who is not; what is a “historical” happening 
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and what is of little import and can be omitted. The narrative of “great 
deeds” privileges certain themes and leaves others without attention. Such 
privileged themes are the spread of education and knowledge, the church 
struggles, and especially the armed revolts. The struggles, along with the 
heroism and martyrdom they involved, occupy the central place and they 
are all interpreted in a national sense. Under the magnifying glass of an 
interest like this, even the smallest local rising, undertaken for whatever 
reasons, becomes a fight for national liberation (or acquires such a mean-
ing from the context). Such an extreme is the inclusion of the semi-brigand 
outlaws (haiduti) if not as outright national revolutionaries at least as their 
“spontaneous” forerunners in avenging the people’s suffering.6 At the same 
time, the narrative contains characteristic amnesia and lacunae, and peace-
ful times and aspects of life are barely touched upon. The reading public is 
expected to forget about the existence of the all-absorbing and not quite 
heroic everyday life, otherwise so familiar to it from experience. 

Furthermore, the narrative is deeply partial toward “us” and biased 
against the “others” (Turks, Greeks) or “the other among us” (Bulgarians 
that assimilated as Greeks or converted to Islam, chorbadzhii). Sharp lines, 
black and white colors, emotionally condensed statements are used in 
drawing the picture. The usual device is to generalize about collective he-
roes or villains—nations, classes, political trends, etc., and to suppress con-
tradictory facts as “anomalous”7—for example, worthy chorbadzhii, Turks 
who showed kindness to Bulgarians or Bulgarian brigands that robbed 
their own countrymen.8 The front lines should be clearly delineated ac-
cording to ethnic (or class) criteria. Anomalous and abnormal from this 
point of view are Muslim Bulgarians (pomaks), or Bulgarian collaborators 
with the Turks. Also anomalous is the “Time of troubles” (the second half 
of the eighteenth century), with the impossible sorting out of good and evil 
according to nationality, because the peaceful Turkish population suffered 
in the same way at the hands of robber bands (kŭrdzhalii, daalii) among 
whom there were Bulgarians (e.g., the famous or infamous brigand leader 
Indzhe). 

The historical scholarship of the Revival has as its (tacit) objective to re-
produce the national identity by establishing a continuity across time be-
tween “forefathers” and “descendants.” Besides being the protagonist of 
the historical drama, “the people” is the addressee of the historical mes-
sage, the reader of its own past exploits and suffering. In a characteristic 
doubling, the narrative of how the Bulgarian nation came to be born dur-
ing the Revival becomes an instrument for the reproduction of national 
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consciousness at any time through the national upbringing of the younger 
generations (in schools and elsewhere). It is to be noted that there are no 
clear-cut boundaries between supposedly “serious” professional history 
writing, popular historical expositions, and high-school textbooks in this 
respect.9 What is supposedly dictated by the pedagogical needs of the 
school applies to most academic writing as well. And it is precisely univer-
sity specialists who are the authors of lecture courses for wider audiences, 
and of textbooks. A “double game” is being played in the sense that ideas 
supposedly “overcome” in the specialized historical literature (e.g. the 
myth of the “dark ages,” forced conversion to Islam en masse, the chor-
badzhii as an internal enemy, etc.) are being reproduced time and again in 
history textbooks for high schools and even find their way into university 
courses,10 passing from there into the “collective consciousness” as un-
doubted truths. 

Not that it is impossible to offer an ideologically more neutral and 
scholarly, distanced treatment of the epoch of the Revival, the phenome-
non of the nation (or class) included, and such examples have been pro-
vided. An analytical treatment that goes into subtle differentiation, atten-
tion to empirical detail, “exceptions” from biased expectations, and the 
relativizing practice of contextualization all have the effect of diluting the 
hard-line theses and blurring the clear-cut fronts; dramatism is downplayed 
if “prosaic” but curious everyday matters are included. But the narrative is 
then in discord with the attitudes and expectations of most historians and 
of the wider readership or audience formed in a national spirit; nor does it 
serve the national purpose with which national historiography is entrusted 
by the state in the first place. Rather than being epistemological, the prob-
lem is actually one of tasks and intentions. Acting in the same direction is 
the feeling of personal significance that many scholars acquire in servicing 
national needs and tending the fire around their subject. 

In sum, it is the above-mentioned need to reproduce the national iden-
tity and legitimate Bulgarian statehood that stand substantially in the way 
and obstruct the “cooling down” of the subject matter and its shift toward 
the “purely academic.” Bulgarian historical scholarship on the Revival will 
most probably remain, in the foreseeable future, divided between the aca-
demic and the patriotic, the scholarly and the romantic, and will, in fact, 
present a mixture of both. 
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1	 Just some examples are Mishev, Nachalo na bŭlgarskata, 10; Arnaudov, “Dukh i na-
soki,” 191, 229; Mutafchiev, “Dukh i zaveti,” 197–200; Bakalov, Bŭlgarskoto natsion-
alno-revolyutsionno, 158; Natan, Ikonomicheska istoriya, v; Konstantin Kosev, Kratka 
istoriya, 7, 11. There is full agreement between nationalist and leftist authors in this 
respect. 

2	 Anthony Smith, National Identity. London: Penguin Books, 1991, 77. 
3	 For example by Mutafchiev, “Dukh i zaveti,” 197–200; Mishev, Nachalo na bŭlgar-

skata, 10; Arnaudov, “Dukh i nasoki,” 191, 229; Konstantin Kosev, Kratka istoriya, 
11–12. Also in the right-wing discourse of the 1930s. 

4 Peleva,  Ideologŭt na natsiyata, 208–209. 
5	 Some value uses of the term are given in Konev, Bŭlgarskoto vŭzrazhdane i pros-

veshtenieto. Vol. 1, 48–52. 
6 For example Bistra Tsvetkova, Haidutstvoto v bŭlgarskite zemi prez XV–VIII vek. Vol. 1, 

Sofia: Nauka i izkustvo, 1971, 7–12. 
7	 Various strategies for imposing conceptual order upon reality are described by Mary 

Douglas, Purity and Danger. An Analysis of the Concepts of Pollution and Taboo. Lon-
don: Routledge, 1996, 2–3, 36–41. 

8	 Such “borderline” cases of “good Turks” and “bad Bulgarians” are mentioned in 
memoirs, e.g. Kostentsev, Spomeni, 95–96, 137–141. 

9	 The boundaries are entirely blurred by authors such as Nadezhda Dragova, who use 
both a more “scholarly” style and write popularizing historical fiction. See Dragova, 
Otets Paisii. Patriarkh na bŭlgarskoto vŭzrazhdane. Stara Zagora: Znanie, 1994; Kniga 
za Paisii. Sofia: Bŭlgarski pisatel, 1972; Probuzdane. Sofia: OF, 1963. 

10 For a recent picture of the Ottoman domination in the spirit of the “dark ages,” see 
Konstantin Kosev, Kratka istoriya, 23–26, 28, 30–32. 



aba 
aga 
ayans 

bakali 
beglikchii 
bey 
chetniks 
chiflik 
chitalishte 
chorbadzhiya 
(pl. chorbadzhii) 

dzhelepi 
esnaf 
Exarchate 
gaitan 
gospodarlŭk 

haiduti 
has 
Hatt-i-Humayun 
Hatt-i-Sherif 
hŭshove 
iltizam 
ispolitsa 
Janissaries 
kesim 

GLOSSARY


= woolen cloth 
= Muslim landowner 
= notables, landed aristocracy in the late Ottoman 

Empire 
= shopkeepers 
= collectors of the tax on sheep (beglik) 
= Muslim landowner 
= members of an armed band (cheta) 
= big land estate 
= reading-room 

= traditional Bulgarian notables, mediators between 
the Turkish authorities and the population 

= traders in sheep 
= guild of craftsmen  
= the autonomous Bulgarian Church 
= decorative braid 
= a type of land estate (and the arrangement for the 

running of it) 
= outlaws  
= the estates of the sultan and other magnates 
= reform act of 1856 
= reform act of 1839 
= outcasts and exiles 
= the leasing out of crown lands to tax farmers 
= a certain kind of sharecropping arrangement 
= elite infantry corps in the Ottoman Empire 
= a certain kind of sharecropping arrangement 



256 

kiradzhii 
komiti (komitadzhi) 

kŭrdzhalii 
millet system 

mukataa 
mülk 
narodniki 
obshtina 
pasha 
Phanariots 
Pomaks 
pomeschiki 
raeti 
reaya (or raya) 
sipahi 
Tanzimat 

timar 
vakf 

vilayet 
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=	 ambulant traders 
=	 members of a secret revolutionary organization 

(“secret committee”) 
=	 brigands, robber gangs 
=	 representation and organization according to faith 

in the Ottoman Empire 
=	 the leasing out of crown lands to tax farmers 
=	 unconditional land grant 
=	 Russian populists 
=	 local community and self-government, commune 
=	 high ranking Ottoman official 
=	 rich Greeks from the Phanar district in Istanbul 
=	 Muslim Bulgarians 
=	 big landowners in Russia before the revolution 
=	 free peasant smallholders 
=	 flock, rural and urban non-Muslim producers 
=	 Ottoman feudal cavalryman, owner of (timar) fief 
=	 the reform era (1839–1856) in the Ottoman Em-

pire 
=	 mostly military land fief 
=	 pious (Muslim) endowment, untaxable property 

belonging to Muslim religious institutions 
=	 large administrative unit in the Ottoman Empire 



A NOTE ON TRANSLITERATION


Bulgarian words have been transliterated according to a modified 
Library of Congress system. 

ts – Tsonev as in tsar 
ŭ – Dimitŭr as in “money”

yu – Yuri as in “union”

ya – Iliya as in “yard”

zh – Zhechev as in “vision”

dzh – Undzhiev as in “George”


However, I have retained the spelling of well-known geographical names 
(such as Sofia, pronounced Sofiya) and the accepted spellings of Serbo-
Croat and Russian names and words (e.g., Dositej Obradović, Jovan Rajić, 
“Voprosy Istorii”). 
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Bakalov, Georgi. Aprilskoto vŭstanie i Benkovski (The April uprising and Benkovski). Sofia, 
1938. 

Bakalov, Georgi. “Dvete linii v Bu ˘zrazhdane” (The two lines in the Bulgarian ˘lgarskoto vu

Revival). In Bakalov, Bŭlgarskoto natsionalno-revolyutsionno, 3–7.


Bakalov, Georgi. “Otets Paisii. Deloto na Paisii” (Father Paisii. The Deed of Father Paisii). 
In Bakalov, Izbrani istoricheski proizvedeniya. Sofia: Nauka i izkustvo, 1960, 33–37. 

Balabanov, Marko. Filosofski i sotsiologicheski sŭchineniya (Philosophical and sociological 
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Bitsilli, Petŭr. “Shto e natsiia?” (What is a nation?) Rodina 2, no. 1 (1939): 150–164. 
Black, Cyril. The Dynamics of Modernization. A Study in Comparative History. New York– 

Evanston–London: Harper & Row, 1966. 
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na bŭlgarskoto vŭzrazhdane (The Bulgarian reading rooms before the liberation. Con-
tribution to the history of the Bulgarian Revival). Sofia, 1930. 

Clarke, James. “Father Paisii and Bulgarian History.” In Clarke, The Pen and the Sword, 
edited by Dennis Hupchick. East European Monographs. Boulder, New York: Columbia 
University Press, 1988, 87–111. 



262 THE MAKING OF A NATION IN THE BALKANS 

Crampton, Richard. A Concise History of Modern Bulgaria. Cambridge University Press, 
1977. 

Crampton, Richard. A Short History of Modern Bulgaria. Cambridge University Press, 1987. 
Damyanova, Tsveta. “Nyakoi aspekti na renesansoviya mirogled—skhodstva i razlichiya s 

Bu ˘zrazhdane” (Some aspects of the Renaissance world-view—Similarities to ˘lgarskoto vu

and differences from the Bulgarian Revival). Literaturna mis˘
ul 22, no. 5 (1978): 106– 
119. 

Danova, Nadya. Konstantin Georgi Fotinov v kulturnoto i ideino-politichesko razvitie na 
Balkanite prez XIX vek (Konstantin Georgi Fotinov in the cultural and ideological-
political development of the Balkans during the nineteenth century). Sofia: BAN, 1994. 

Daskalov, Roumen. Images of Europe: A Glance from the Periphery. Working Paper, Euro-
pean University Institute, SPS, 94/8, 1994. 

Daskalov, Roumen. “Natsiya, natsionalna ideya i nie” (Nation, national idea, and us). In 
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prez vŭzrazhdaneto. (Schools, progress and the national revolution. The Bulgarian 
schools during the Revival). Sofia: BAN, 1987. 

Dimitrov, Angel. Knizharyat, kogoto narichakha ministŭr. Biografichen ocherk za Hristo G. 
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Dinekov, Petŭr. Pŭrvi vŭzrozhdentsi (First men of the Revival). Sofia: Hemus, 1942. 
Dinekov, Petu uzrozhdenski pisateli (Writers of the Revival). Sofia: Nauka i izkustvo, ˘r. V˘

1964. 
Dinekov, Petu ˘t za romantizma v bu˘r. “Problemu ˘lgarskata literatura do Osvobozhdenieto” 

(The problem of Romanticism in Bulgarian literature until the liberation). In Dinekov, 
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hovno druzhestvo 1, no. 3 (1971). Reprinted in Drumev, S˘ ˘l-uchineniya. Vol. 2, Sofia: Bu
garski pisatel, 1968, 201–293. 

Drumev, Vasil. “Zhivotoopisanie. Stoiko Vladislavov—Sofronii.” (Biography. Stoiko Vladisla-
vov—Sofronii). Periodichesko spisanie na Bŭlgarskoto Knizhovno Druzhestvo 1, nos. 5–6 
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spiritual revival). Sofia: Slov–D, 1992. 

Gavrilova, Raina. Bulgarian Urban Culture in the Eighteenth and Nineteenth Centuries. 
Selinsgrove: Susquehanna University Press; London: Associated University Press, 1999. 
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Genchev, Nikolai. Bŭlgarskata kultura XV–XIX vek (Bulgarian culture from the fifteenth to 

the nineteenth century). Sofia: Universitetsko izdatelstvo “Kliment Ohridski,” 1988. 
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˘styu. Romantizmŭt v b˘Genov, Kru ulgarskata literatura (Romanticism in Bulgarian litera-
ture). Sofia: BAN,1968. 

Georgiev, Emil. Obshto i sravnitelno slavyansko literaturoznanie (General and comparative 
Slavic literary studies). Sofia: Nauka i izkustvo, 1965. 
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Georgiev, Emil. “Romantizmŭt v yuzhnoslavyanskata literaturna obshnost” (Romanticism 
in the South Slav literary community). In Georgiev, Obshto i sravnitelno, 91–101. 

Georgiev, Emil. “Tipologichen relef na romantizma v bŭlgarskata literatura” (Typological 
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351–386. 

Hadzhinikolov, Veselin. “Nachalni godini na Instituta po istoriya.” Istoricheski pregled 53, 
no. 4 (1997): 130–154. 

Hadzhinikolov, Veselin. “Traditsiite na Aprilskoto vu ˘lgarskata komunisticheska ˘stanie i Bu
partiya” (The traditions of the April uprising and the Bulgarian Communist Party). In 
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Jireček, Konstantin. Istoriya na bŭlgarite (History of the Bulgarians). Sofia: Nauka i iz-
kustvo, 1978 (first Bulgarian edition in 1886). 

Karanov, Efrem. Spomeni (Memoirs). Sofia: Otechestven front, 1979 (the memoirs were 
written in 1920). 

Karayovov, Todor. “Prosvetiteli i revolyutsioneri” (Enlighteners and revolutionaries). Pros-
veta 4, no. 4 (1938): 400–412. 

Kasabov, Ivan. Moite spomeni ot V˘ ulgariya s revolyutsionni idei (My recol-uzrazhdaneto na B˘
lections of the Revival of Bulgaria with revolutionary ideas). Sofia, 1905. 
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te godini na XIX vek” (On the agrarian program of the Bulgarian revolutionaries in the 
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Kosev, Dimitŭr. “Harakter i znachenie na rusko-turskata voina prez 1877–1878 g.” 
(Character and impact of the Russo-Turkish war in 1877–1878). In Osvobozhdenieto na 
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Sofia: BAN, 1971. 
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Sbornik ot otbrani okrŭzhni ot osvobozhdenieto do kraya na 1942 g. (Collection of selected 
instructions from the liberation to the end of 1942), edited by Nikola Balabanov and 
Andrei Manev. Vols. 1–2, Sofia, 1943. 
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Sharova, Krumka. “Mithad pasha i bŭlgarskoto revolyutsionno dvizhenie prez 1972 g.” 
(Midhat pasha and the Bulgarian revolutionary movement in 1972). Istoricheski pregled 
47, no. 6 (1991): 3–16. 

Sharova, Krumka. “Nauchni rezultati ot diskusiyata za rolyata na burzhoaziyata v bŭlgar-
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Stoyanov, Hristo. Vŭzpitanieto v svetlinata na natsionalniya ideal (Upbringing in the light of 
the national ideal). Sofia, 1935. 
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history. Revival). Sofia: Vek 22, 1995. 
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Todev, Iliya. “April 1876 ili Bŭlgarskoto razpyatie” (April 1876 or the Bulgarian crucifix-
ion). In Todev, Novi ochertsi, 105–113. 

Todev, Iliya. “Dr. Stoyan Chomakov ili ot osvoboditelen ku ˘m” (Dr. ˘m imperski natsionalizu
Stoyan Chomakov—from liberation to imperial nationalism). In Todev, Kŭm drugo mi-
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